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Dissolving Boundaries through Technology in Education 

 

 (i)  

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

1.0 CONTEXT OF THE RESEARCH 
 

The Dissolving Boundaries through Technology in Education project uses 

Information and Communications Technology (ICT) to link pupils 

and teachers in primary, post-primary and special schools in 

Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.  It receives financial 

support from the Department of Education in the north and the 

Department of Education and Science in the south. 

 

The project began in September 1999 with a group of 52 schools, 26 

each in the north and south.  The group consisted of 30 primary, 20 

post-primary and two special schools.  Staff at the University of 

Ulster and the National University of Ireland at Maynooth manage 

the project and provide a range of support for schools and teachers. 

 

2.0 RATIONALE AND AIMS  
 

The main concerns of the project are to use ICT to promote quality 

learning in schools, and to foster cultural awareness and mutual 

understanding amongst children and young people across national 

boundaries. 

 

The aims are to integrate technology into the curricula of schools in 

each country through jointly managed topics, and to produce 

educationally valuable work.  This is organised through links 

between pairs of schools, that is, two primary, post-primary or 

special schools are partners. 

 

An important long-term intention is to encourage the schools to 

develop beneficial uses of ICT that can be sustained after the period 

of project funding.  Hardware supplied by Dell and Eircom in the 

commercial sector has been deployed in participating schools to 

address this, and teachers have received appropriate ICT training. 
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3.0 FORMS OF ICT USED IN THE PROJECT 
 

The communication technologies at the project schools’ disposal are 

e-mail, computer conferencing through the Northern Ireland 

Network for Education (NINE), and videoconferencing.  

Participating teachers receive training in these, as well as in 

PowerPoint and FrontPage.   

 

Asynchronous computer conferencing supports the exchange of 

messages to be read in sequence, called threaded discussions.  A 

crucial feature is that the NINE site is private by virtue of access 

lists and passwords, users must be registered, and there is further 

protection since permission to use the conference site must be 

sought from the two project teams.  Videoconferencing is live and 

interactive, and different forms of collaborative work can, therefore, 

be carried out using these forms of technology.   

 

4.0 THE RESEARCH STUDY 
 

Since the 2001-02 cohort of schools (apart from one) had been 

involved in the Dissolving Boundaries project for two years, it was 

decided that a study would be undertaken to assess and evaluate its 

impact on learning and teaching where extensive use had been made 

of ICT in inter-school topic work.  It sought, in particular, to 

determine how and to what extent the joint venture facilitated 

cultural awareness, integrated ICT into the curriculum and 

contributed towards teachers’ professional development. 

 

5.0 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used in the study.  

First, a questionnaire was sent to the project teachers in all 

participating schools, and, second, a representative sample of 

teachers was selected and invited to take part in semi-structured 

interviews. 

 

6.0 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
 

A more detailed account of the main research findings begins on 

page 13 of the research report. 
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6.1 Based on self-appraisal, there was clear evidence of quite 

dramatic improvement in project teachers’ ICT competence in 

the use of email, computer conferencing, videoconferencing and 

PowerPoint. 

 

6.2 The flexible nature of the project allowed teachers to spend 

variable amounts of time on it.  On a monthly basis, most 

primary schools set aside six-and-a-half hours, and most post-

primary schools spent three-and-a-half hours on project work. 

 

6.3 Most teachers used a whole-class approach to project work 

followed by work in small groups, pairs or individually; those in 

smaller schools tended to use a whole-class approach.   

 

6.4 Advantages of group work for videoconferencing included 

easier management, better sharing of ideas, and differentiation 

of material to suit pupil ability. 

 

6.5 Over two-fifths of teachers surveyed and most of those 

interviewed reported a shift in classroom management style 

from a wholly didactic, to a more facilitative approach that 

encouraged pupils to collaborate, to ‘own’ the project and to 

communicate their learning.  This, however, was not to diminish 

the importance of direct teaching. 

 

6.6 Teachers were almost equally divided over the single most 

important project aim: the capacity to understand other cultures, 

the application of ICT in teaching and the sustainability of the 

project work.   

 

6.7 Concerning the relationship between partner schools, over one-

third of teachers surveyed felt that the joint planning document 

helped to some extent, but most believed that the greatest 

impetus was mutual enthusiasm and sustained contact following 

the joint planning session early in the school year. 
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6.8 Almost one-third of the teachers had carried out collaborative 

PowerPoint or web site presentations on a regular basis, over 

half had not and a few did so occasionally. 

 

6.9 Access to the Internet (using email) was considered the most 

efficient and reliable aspect of the technology, followed by 

videoconferencing and computer conferencing through NINE. 

 

6.10 Although some teachers complained about the slowness of 

navigating through the different layers of the NINE web site, 

problems were more likely to relate to connectivity within their 

own school or to a lack of expertise in Internet use.  The 

benefits of text conferencing, in any case, far outweighed these 

difficulties. 

 

6.11 Technical difficulties were handled by a range of methods: 

telephone, email and videoconferencing, and there was generous 

praise for the promptness and reliability of technical support 

from the project teams in both the north and south of Ireland. 

 

6.12 In the majority of cases, the survey and interview data showed 

that the four Dissolving Boundaries computers and the 

videoconferencing equipment were centrally located within the 

schools and, therefore, at a distance from the project teachers’ 

classrooms (or even in another building).   

 

6.13 The advantages of central location for the videoconferencing 

equipment were ready access to the technology for the whole 

school, and the booking of the IT suite which required 

particular time to be devoted to project work.  The 

disadvantages were the logistics of taking a group (or groups) of 

pupils to this location, whilst deploying the rest of the class 

elsewhere.  No adverse effects on the project, however, were 

reported. 

 

6.14 The advantages of having the Dissolving Boundaries computers in 

the project teacher’s classroom were access to the Internet 

throughout the day, improved access for pupils with limited 

computer experience or with no computer at home, and better 
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links with both the partner school and with the sources of 

external, technical support. 

 

6.15 In relation to the impact of the project on pupils, the teachers 

surveyed identified the two most notable benefits as their 

increased motivation and improved ICT skills.  Those 

interviewed spoke of a heightened recognition and awareness by 

pupils of ICT as a tool of communication (its authentic 

purpose), the opportunity to experience sophisticated 

equipment, and a building of confidence with the technology. 

 

6.16 The quantitative data also revealed improvements in pupils’ 

sense of responsibility, self-esteem, topic knowledge, capacity 

for collaborative learning, cultural awareness, independent 

learning, and skills of literacy and oracy.   

 

6.17 The teachers interviewed emphasised that, since being involved 

in the project, the pupils’ collaborative work within and between 

schools had developed, with tasks divided, deadlines met, team 

spirit strengthened, and peer pressure a significant factor in 

creating a good ‘end product’. 

 

6.18 The qualitative data also illustrated how the project benefited 

the skills of literacy (drafting, editing and punctuating written 

work during computer conferencing) and of oracy (learning 

conversation etiquette, listening and posing concise questions 

during videoconferencing), and teachers believed this was due in 

considerable measure to the presence of a peer audience. 

 

6.19 The majority of teachers surveyed and all those interviewed said 

that the project, using ICT, promoted cultural awareness 

amongst the pupils.  Through literature and topic work, they 

examined cultural diversity between their own and other 

countries. 

 

6.20 The teachers interviewed were emphatic that the skills and 

attributes acquired by pupils through Dissolving Boundaries were 

transferable to other learning situations and to other curricular 

areas.   
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6.21 With respect to the impact of the project on the teachers, this 

most notably concerned the improvement of their ICT skills 

and their ability to moderate pupil conferences, all of which lent 

itself to other forms of communication.  There was also an 

increased sense of cultural awareness and of collegiality with 

their partner teachers.   

 

6.22 Teachers believed that the factor most influencing successful 

participation in the project was each partner’s enthusiasm.  Next 

in importance were adequate access to the project hardware and 

to external technical support, having supportive, interested 

colleagues in school, and linked pupils’ compatibility in terms of 

age and ability. 

 

6.23 The interviews showed the teachers to be almost equally divided 

over which form of technology best promoted pupil interaction.  

Computer conferencing did not have to be scheduled, a wide 

range of software was experienced by pupils, there was time to 

compose and read messages, and it was easy for all to be 

involved.  Videoconferencing was visual, immediate, allowed eye 

contact, and rapport developed. 

 

6.24 Where teachers found computer conferencing to be the most 

effective form of ICT for use with the partner school, it was 

because of its capacity to encourage collaborative work and, of 

course, links were not dependent on good sound quality.  Those 

who thought videoconferencing most effective spoke of the 

value of doing joint work without writing, which was especially 

good for young children, and of the fact that the medium was a 

novelty that stimulated pupil interest in topic work. 

 

6.25 An unexpected outcome of project work using ICT was that 

pupils who were shy, or quiet, or less able ‘blossomed’ and were 

markedly enthusiastic about taking part in conferencing 

sessions.  Those with special educational needs also derived 

notable benefit, and could see their own worth in a group 

context when all were engaged on a common task using the 

technology. 
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6.26 Two of the best aspects of working with ICT in Dissolving 

Boundaries were the noted improvement of pupil-pupil 

interaction in group work, and the fostering of peer learning 

within the collaborative culture promoted by the project. 

 

6.27 Two of the less good aspects were the composition and 

management of multiple groups (for those with large classes) 

and time-tabling, particularly in the post-primary sector. 

 

6.28 Face-to-face meetings arranged for pupils, following computer 

conferencing or videoconferencing, had a very positive effect on 

cultural understanding.  Initial progress on a social level was 

superficial but important, similarities and differences were 

recognised, and a ‘sense of place’ was generated.  Pupils 

progressed gradually through the exchanges of naturally 

occurring examples of cultural diversity.  This process, however, 

could not be rushed. 

 

6.29 Face-to-face meetings between teachers reinforced collegiality, 

were beneficial for planning and organising topics, and were 

best held as early as possible in the year. 

 

6.30 In the vast majority of cases, teachers’ relationships with their 

partner schools were harmonious and flexible, and were 

characterised by a generous sharing of expertise and an amicable 

resolution of difficulties. 

 

6.31 Where a high level of collegiality did not exist between project 

teachers in partner schools, this was attributed to a lack of 

regular contact and insufficient mutual commitment. 

 

6.32 Measures suggested for partner schools to improve their 

collaborative work were topics that culminated in a joint 

PowerPoint presentation, more regular contact, more 

videoconferencing, more time spent planning, and pupils that 

were age-matched. 
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6.33 It was suggested that there could be increased intervention by 

the two project teams when partner schools appeared to have 

lost momentum and when neither was taking the initiative to 

resolve this.   

 

6.34 Parental attitudes to Dissolving Boundaries were largely positive, 

over half the teachers stating that project work was ‘very well’ 

received, and over two-fifths ‘moderately well’. 

 

6.35 An overwhelming majority of teachers were prepared to 

continue the project work with limited support, even though 

many were involved with other ICT initiatives, thus ensuring the 

sustainability of the beneficial uses of ICT beyond the period of 

project funding. 

 

6.36 The authors of the report concluded that internal evaluation 

(through research) and external evaluation (through the BECTa 

award received by a participating teacher) amply demonstrated 

the success of Dissolving Boundaries thus far. 
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When technologies are used as the tools for organising, creating, and expressing … ideas, learners are 
learning with the technologies and necessarily engaged in meaningful learning.   

(Jonassen, 2000) 
 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

 

The Dissolving Boundaries through Technology in Education project was 

established in November 1999 (www.dissolvingboundaries.org).  It 

is funded by the Department of Education in Northern Ireland and 

the Department of Education and Science in the Republic of 

Ireland.  Support in the commercial sector was from Dell 

Computers and Eircom.  Each participating school received from 

the former, four multimedia computers, and from the latter, a 

videoconferencing system, ISDN access and a digital camera.  There 

was also a contribution to call costs. 

 

Fifty-two schools were selected to take part in the project, 26 each in 

the north and south of Ireland.  The group consisted of 30 primary, 

20 post-primary and two special schools.  In Northern Ireland, the 

schools were invited to participate by the teacher education 

institutions, St.  Mary’s University College, Belfast, Stranmillis 

University College, Belfast, the Queen’s University, Belfast and the 

University of Ulster.  Similarly, in the Republic of Ireland, the 

schools were nominated by Mary Immaculate Teacher Training 

College, Limerick, St.  Patrick’s Teacher Training Conference, 

Drumcondra, and the Church of Ireland Teacher Training College, 

Dublin. 

 

Since its inception, the project has been managed by staff in the 

School of Education, University of Ulster in Northern Ireland, and 

in the Department of Education, National University of Ireland at 

Maynooth in the Republic of Ireland.  Although each project team 

has direct responsibility for supporting its own sub-group of 26 

schools, the management of Dissolving Boundaries is a strong, 

collaborative exercise because of the essential cross-border nature of 

the initiative, and also on account of the logistics of long-term 

planning and organisation. 
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1.2 RATIONALE AND AIMS  

 

The central concern of the Dissolving Boundaries initiative is the use of 

Information and Communications Technology (ICT) to promote 

quality learning in schools, and to foster cultural awareness amongst 

children and young people across national boundaries.  The 

intention is to achieve these goals by integrating technology into the 

curriculum through jointly managed topics, and thus produce 

educationally valuable, collaborative work.  This is organised 

through links between pairs of schools (a primary, post-primary or 

special school with its counterpart in the other location).  Usually, 

teachers work with a single class in each school.  Additionally, an 

important long-term aim of the project is to encourage schools to 

develop beneficial uses of ICT that can be sustained after the period 

of project funding.  This has been addressed by the deployment of 

the Dell and Eircom hardware and by ensuring teachers received 

ICT training to support their classes. 

 

1.3 FORMS OF TECHNOLOGY 

 

The communication technologies at the disposal of the schools are 

e-mail, asynchronous computer conferencing through the Northern 

Ireland Network for Education (NINE) web site, and 

videoconferencing. 

 

NINE was established as the Northern Ireland node of the National 

Grid for Learning (NGfL) (http://www.nine.org.uk).  As well as 

areas in which resources can be published electronically, it has a text-

based conferencing facility (based on web crossing software) that 

supports threaded discussions, allowing participants to ‘post’ 

enclosures alongside their messages.  Threaded discussion means the 

exchange of messages relating to the same subject that can be read in 

sequence, and a ‘conversation’ can be developed and followed.  

Users have an on-screen overview of messages within a discussion 

and can respond to them using the reply button.  It is, in short, a 

central channel for interaction.   
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Unlike e-mail, this communication system is open to a group rather 

than just individuals, but an important aspect of the conference area 

is that it was made private by the use of an access list and passwords.  

Site users must first register on NINE and, thereafter, enter their 

password and User ID.  The conference site can only be used with 

the specific permission of the project teams, thus adding further 

protection.   

 

For Dissolving Boundaries, two discussion areas were set up for each 

pair of schools to undertake their topic, one a ‘student café’ where 

pupils communicated on a social level and exchanged personal 

profiles, the other a ‘work in progress’ section to discuss and 

develop curricular topics.  Messages were ‘posted’ in both areas by 

all pupils and teachers, and staff in the two project teams can 

scrutinise and, if necessary, edit pupil contributions. 

 

In addition to this asynchronous facility, pupils in partner schools 

can use live, interactive videoconferencing for discussion in ‘real’ 

time.   

 

Through these media, inter-school links can lead to collaborative 

presentations using PowerPoint, or to joint web sites (or separate 

web sites with data from both schools) using FrontPage.   

 

1.4 THE STRUCTURE OF THE PROJECT 

 

At the start of the school year, the teachers from the Northern Ireland 

(NI) and Republic of Ireland (RoI) schools were invited to attend a joint 

planning conference, considered crucial for the subsequent progress and 

success of topic work.  A small grant was made available to each school to 

attend training sessions in the use of NINE, PowerPoint, FrontPage and 

the digital camera, and for other events associated with the project.   

 

By employing this kind of operational framework and management, 

Dissolving Boundaries is perceived as complying with the wider ICT 

objectives of the two Departments of Education in Belfast and 

Dublin, both in the use of ICT to enhance learning and teaching, 

and to facilitate cross-border dialogue.  There is considerable 

significance, therefore, in the choice of schools.  Whereas previous 
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projects of this kind confined themselves to small groups of older 

pupils in non-examination classes, such as This Island We Live On 

(1998-99) (http://www.ulst.ac.uk/thisisland/), this one deliberately 

addressed mainstream and, indeed, special schools, embracing the 

primary curriculum and the lower end of the post-primary phase.  In 

order to establish the feasibility of locating ICT work of this kind in 

the centre of the curriculum, it was suggested to schools that Year 5 

pupils (in the primary sector) and Year 9 or 10 pupils (in the post-

primary sector) were the most suitable participants, although in the 

case of a few schools in both phases of education, older pupils took 

part.  In the Republic of Ireland, there was a preference to use non-

examination Transition Year pupils in the post-primary sector, but 

since there is no Northern Ireland equivalent, they were sometimes 

matched with slightly younger pupils.   

 

There are marked curricular differences between schools in 

Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, notably that pupils in 

the latter remain at primary school for a year longer, and then 

embark on a three-year examination course leading to the Junior 

Certificate at age fifteen.  This is often, but not always, followed by a 

Transition Year when pupils undertake a range of non-examination 

enrichment courses before doing the two-year Leaving Certificate.  

In Northern Ireland, most children are prepared for a selection 

examination at age eleven to determine the type of secondary school 

they will attend, a process influencing the kind of teaching they 

receive in primary school and leading to a narrowing of curricular 

experiences.  In the post-primary sector, Northern Ireland pupils 

follow the same broad model as England and Wales, with internal 

assessment at 14 followed by a range of external examinations at 16 

and 18. 

 

The striking differences in the school systems are matched by 

different curricular content in each country, and different 

arrangements for its assessment.  In short, teachers committed to 

cross-national projects, using ICT as the engine for collaboration, 

must overcome a formidable set of obstacles to identify compatible 

pupils and common areas of study, then find sufficient time to carry 

them out. 
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1.5 THE FOCUS OF THE RESEARCH 

 

The present study set out to assess the impact of the Dissolving 

Boundaries project on learning and teaching where extensive use was 

made of ICT in topic work.  In particular, it sought to investigate 

how far and in what ways the joint venture facilitated cultural 

awareness amongst young people, integrated the technologies into 

the curriculum, and contributed towards the personal and 

professional development of teachers, including the promotion of a 

sense of collegiality between colleagues in distantly located partner 

schools.  The research focused on work carried out by schools in 

2001-02, all but one in their second year of participation in the 

project.   
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2.0 THE CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 

 

It has been said that during the 20th century, “education has 

embraced technology” (Jonassen, 2000).  Now, in the 21st century, it 

may be time to adopt what Pea (1994) earlier called “a 

transformative view of technologies as resources for transforming 

existing practice by providing new ways of thinking, knowing, and 

acting in education”.  Jonassen (2000: 24) suggests that this means, 

 

[allowing] learners to reflect on and represent what they know and believe 
and to use technology to support and amplify those activities.  Why?  
Because whoever controls the technology creates the reality. 

 

He used the term ‘intellectual partner’ to mean students or, indeed, 

teachers – in any case, learners – “learning with the technologies 

rather than from the technologies”, and he considered synchronous 

and asynchronous conferencing to be among the most effective for 

learning with technologies.   

 

In order to survive in the multiple struggles of the information age, 

there is every justification for creating a collaborative learning 

context using a range of technologies.   

 

The constructivist theory of education, as advocated by, for 

example, Vygotsky (1978), requires a rich and dynamic teaching and 

learning environment; and proper management of new technologies 

such as computer conferencing, videoconferencing, the use of 

PowerPoint, the digital camera and FrontPage can provide just such 

a setting.  Constructivism means that learners construct their 

knowledge as a result of being actively engaged in the learning 

process.  Astington & Peletier (1996) suggested that a pupil’s 

cognitive development was a socially mediated process, in which 

dialogue with others allows the learner to have the opportunity to 

become an active participant in a real-life, social situation.  So that 

the discussions that form an integral part of such situations can 

educate pupils, they must be serious interactions (Larson, 2001: 1).  

Further, they must be characterised by pupils,  
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“[supporting] their ideas with evidence, where their opinions are subject to 
challenge by their peers as well as the teacher, and where the teacher’s ideas 
are equally open to criticism”.  
  (Larson, 2001, citing Engle & Ochoa (1988: 47)) 

 

Indeed, it was shown that students found classes in which the 

teacher instigated discussion more academically challenging and 

more thought provoking than other teacher-directed activities 

(Hahn, 1998).  Thus, discussion can support the inculcation of 

higher order thinking skills (Tomasello, Fruger & Ratner, 1993; 

Chen & Looi, 1999).   

 

The kind of pupil-pupil interaction made possible by the use of 

asynchronous computer conferencing – electronic threaded 

discussion – has the potential “to unite the cognitive and social 

aspects of the classroom” Larson (2001: 2).  This also applies to 

videoconferencing.  In a cross-national setting, these technologies 

can be vehicles for fostering mutual understanding and a respect for 

the cultural identities of others.  Four features of talk were identified 

by Barber (1998) as essential for citizens in a democracy: 

 

First, citizens need skill at listening … to identify commonalities and 
genuinely attempt to understand alternative points.  Second, talk needs to be 
thought of as an affective, as well as cognitive, mode of communication.  The 
third characteristic is that democratic talk is viewed as a way to participate 
and act in society.  Finally, implicit in each of these is the idea that the talk 
is public, not private.   (Larson, 2001, citing Barber (1989: 356)) 

 

As a means of developing young people’s competencies in cross-

cultural awareness, the International School Partnerships through 

Technology (ISPT) programme targets middle and high school 

students in North Carolina and in different countries abroad.  This is 

done through ‘Learning Circles’ of pupils who are matched as far as 

possible for age and curriculum interests.  The teachers, who 

become members of the International Education and Resource 

Network (iEARN), reported that the project made the curriculum 

more relevant, and taught cultural diversity, appropriate social skills 

and workplace readiness.  It increased the ICT skills and motivation 

of both teachers and learners (http://www.ga.unc.edu/NCCIU/ispt/). 
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A US study described the experience of teaching and learning in a 

“technology-rich classroom” provided in Kent State University for 

public school students and their teachers, and including networked 

computers and videoconferencing equipment (Tiene & Luft, 2001).  

It was found that both teachers and learners improved their 

technological literacy, and that activities were better differentiated 

for learning needs: 

 

The vast resources of the World Wide Web allowed students to pursue their 
own interests, whatever they were.  The video cameras allowed for individual 
creativity in communicating what they had learned.  PowerPoint allowed 
students to create their own unique presentations for the class.   
  (Tiene & Luft, 2001: 26) 

 

There was more co-operative group work and improved 

independent learning, motivation increased, and students were more 

focused on their tasks.  The presence of the technology was also 

found to be a “catalyst for student interaction”.  The teachers spoke 

of “heightened levels of student achievement”, more effective 

teaching with the availability of the technology, and evidence of a 

shift in teaching style from information provider to facilitator: 

 

Apparently, the oft-cited teaching role shift from “sage on the stage” to guide 
on the side” occurred … to some degree.   (Tiene & Luft, 2001: 28) 

 

It was stressed, however, that administrative, curricular and technical 

support were essential, with particular emphasis on the value of “the 

technology support person” who helped both students and teachers 

to develop technology skills, and provided ongoing training: 

 

This is an extremely important issue, for many technologically-based projects 
over the years have failed to understand the basic principle that without 
sufficient expertise, hardware and software are unlikely to have much 
impact on learning. (Tiene & Luft, 2001: 26) 

 

In a project called SUCCESS (Strategic Use of Computers in 

Constructing Effective Studies), also underpinned by constructivist 

theory, computer technology was used to develop the learning of ‘at-

risk’ pupils in Singapore.  Chen & Looi (1999) showed the benefits 

that accrued in a computer-enriched environment.  With teachers 

acting in a more facilitative rôle, the pupils developed a greater sense 
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of responsibility, high levels of critical and creative thinking, 

enthusiasm and self-regulated ability during project work.  In 

particular, oral and written language skills improved: 

 

They have learned to focus on a task for a sustained period of time, to speak 
clearly and logically, to listen intentionally for information and clarification, 
to read for information and to write.   (Chen & Looi, 1999: 168) 

 

The pupils learned to collaborate and work together with their own 

team members, and showed a sense of pride in their achievement 

using the technology.  Even shy, quiet pupils reported increased self-

esteem and self-confidence.  The writers concluded that the 

integration of computers as a tool and as a system with the academic 

subjects, not only helped pupils academically, but, in turn, helped 

them “cognitively, socially and emotionally”.  Moreover, the skills 

acquired could be applied to other contexts: 

 

This model of socio-constructivist learning using the computer as a strategic 
tool to help in the integration of academic subjects could be transferred to 
other situations with similar learning needs, educational objectives and a 
commitment by all concerned to improve students’ learning with the support 
of information technology.   (Chen & Looi, 1999: 170)  

 

Government ICT strategy 

 

There is strong and continued emphasis by the Departments of 

Education in the north and south of Ireland to integrate ICT into 

the primary and post-primary curricula.  In relation to the Strategy 

for Education Technology in Northern Ireland, the department 

considers competence in ICT to be a “life skill” alongside basic 

literacy and numeracy, and believes education professionals must 

develop an awareness of how ICT can be integrated into “the 

processes and the management of teaching and learning”: 

 

In short, we are not so much concerned with the technology as with its 
educational potential.   (DENI, 1997: 4) 

 

It is emphasised that the potential for educational enrichment 

“applies with even greater force” to pupils with special educational 

needs (DENI, 1997:14).  More recently, the Education Technology 



Dissolving Boundaries through Technology in Education 

 

 Page 10 

Strategy for Northern Ireland in 1997 has been followed through 

with significant progress in the Classroom 2000 project, the ICT-

managed service for schools, and with the development of the range, 

quality and reliability of services offered by NINE.   

 

In the Republic of Ireland, the principles underpinning the new 

three-year Strategic Action Plan 2001-2003 (DES, 2001) to enhance 

ICT in education are, inter alia, to develop wiring-networking 

infrastructures in all schools and introduce broadband access to the 

Internet; to lower significantly the computer/pupil ratio; and to 

develop further the teacher skills to fully integrate ICT into learning 

and teaching. 

 

This study reports and evaluates the use of ICT within the 

curriculum to generate collaborative learning, and to foster cultural 

awareness amongst primary and post-primary pupils in a cross-

national context. 
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3.0 METHODOLOGY 

 

Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used in the study.  

First, a questionnaire was sent to the project teachers in all 52 

schools participating in Dissolving Boundaries in the 2001-02 school 

year, 26 each in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland (see 

Appendix I).  Although percentages are quoted throughout this 

analysis, they should be interpreted tentatively in view of the small 

numbers involved.  On occasions, raw figures only are quoted.  

There was an overall response rate of 65 per cent (n = 34) consisting 

of 62% primary and 38% post-primary schools, with 58% from 

Northern Ireland and 42% from the Republic of Ireland.  The 

majority were female (59%) with 41% male. 

 

Second, on the basis of the questionnaire findings, an interview was 

designed to obtain the views and experiences of a sample of project 

teachers, to expand more fully on the quantitative data (see 

Appendix II).  Eighteen teachers were selected for interview, nine 

each in Northern Ireland and in the Republic of Ireland, 

representing nine linked pairs.  All but one had been involved in 

Dissolving Boundaries in the 2001-02 school year.  In the event, 17 

interviews were carried out due to the incapacitation of one project 

teacher in a post-primary school in the south. 

 

The sample group was selected taking into account the variables of 

education sector (primary and post-primary) and the level of usage 

of NINE in the 2001-02 school year (low, medium or high).  Low 

usage was classified as up to 50 ‘postings’ on the conference site, 

medium was between 51 and 100, and high was over 100.  The 

interview questions were piloted with a teacher from a participating 

primary school in the north.  The main interviews were held in the 

respondents’ schools, tape recorded and conducted on a one-to-one 

basis, each lasting approximately 45 minutes.   

 

The terms ‘primary’ and ‘post-primary’ were used for reporting 

purposes, and although applicable in the north, their equivalents in 

the south are, respectively, ‘national’ and ‘secondary’.  From the six 

primary schools in each location, two each had low, medium and 
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high usage of NINE.  From the three post-primary schools in each 

setting, one, in each case, had low, medium and high levels of usage.  

To ensure a representative sample in the north with its segregated 

education system, school management type was taken into account, 

hence, five Catholic (3 primary, 2 post-primary) and four Protestant 

(3 primary, 1 post-primary) schools were selected.  The partner 

schools of each in the south then made up the full sample. 

 

Triangulation was achieved, therefore, by targeting the schools 

through a postal questionnaire, and by interviewing a representative 

sample to provide detailed information on key issues. 
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4.0 THE FINDINGS 

 

4.1 THE QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

Questions were asked in the following broad areas:  

 

� their ICT competence before and since involvement in the 
project; 

� the management of the project in the classroom; 
� their relationship with the partner school; 
� access to the ICT equipment; and 
� the impact of the project on pupils and teachers. 

 

4.2 BIOGRAPHICAL DATA 

 

Most respondents were primary class teachers or post-primary 

subject teachers (10 in each case).  Seven had a combined rôle (6 

primary teachers/ICT co-ordinators; one subject teacher/ICT 

coordinator).  Four were ICT co-ordinators and one, in each case, 

was a Principal, a Principal/class teacher/ICT co-ordinator, and a 

senior teacher. 

 

There was a spread of teaching experience, mostly of more than 20 

years’ duration (29%).  Twenty-six per cent had been teaching for 

between 6 - 10 years, 24% for less than five years, 12% between 11 - 

15 years, and 9% between 16 - 20 years. 

 

4.3 PUPIL NUMBERS 

 

A total of 590 pupils took part in the project in 2001-02, between 

the 34 teachers, although the range of 8 – 86 gave a somewhat 

distorted mean of 17.  This was because in most schools a single 

class participated (30), but in four schools two classes were involved, 

with, respectively, 60, 70, 71 and 86 pupils.   
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4.4 PUPIL AGE RANGE 

 

The pupils ranged in age from eight to 18 years.  It was noted that 

four teachers had composite age classes spanning three years, such 

as 8 – 11.  The mean age is, therefore, not recorded.   

 

4.5 TIME SPENT PER MONTH ON DISSOLVING BOUNDARIES  

 

There were notable differences in the length of time spent on 

Dissolving Boundaries in schools, ranging from one to 12 hours per 

month.  Most teachers (5) devoted four hours per month to the 

project; four, in each case, spent two, six, 10 and 12 hours; three, in 

each case, spent three and eight hours; and one school set aside five 

hours monthly (four missing cases). 

 

On average, primary teachers spent six-and-a-half hours per month 

on project-related work, and post-primary teachers three-and-a-half. 
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5.0 ICT COMPETENCE BEFORE AND SINCE 

INVOLVEMENT IN THE PROJECT 

 

The teachers classified their level of competence in the use of four 

different forms of ICT in the classroom prior to working on the 

Dissolving Boundaries project: e-mail, computer conferencing using 

NINE, videoconferencing and PowerPoint (on a scale of 1 – 5 

where ‘1’ represented the lowest category). 

 

5.1 ICT COMPETENCE BEFORE PROJECT PARTICIPATION 

 

Most thought that their e-mail competence was previously either 

‘very good’ (38%) or ‘good’ (35%).  They felt much less competent 

in the use of computer conferencing (NINE), however, almost half 

describing themselves as ‘very poor’ (47%) or ‘poor’ (23%).  Their 

lack of competence in the use of videoconferencing was even more 

marked with 70% classifying earlier competence as ‘very poor’ or 

‘poor’.   

 

Most considered earlier competence in the use of PowerPoint to be 

‘very poor’ (38%) or ‘poor’ (12%), however, 20% said it was ‘good’.  

Fifteen per cent, in each case, felt that their skills were either 

‘moderate’ or ‘very good’.   

 

5.2 ICT COMPETENCE AFTER PROJECT PARTICIPATION 

 

Clear evidence emerged of improvement in teachers’ ICT 

competence in all four forms of technology, some quite dramatic. 

 

There was a 32% increase in teachers classifying their email 

competence as ‘very good’ and a 30% increase in the same category 

for computer conferencing, as well as a 31% increase in the category 

‘good’.  There was a corresponding decrease from 43% to 3% in 

those who felt they were ‘very poor’.   

 

Whereas previously no teachers thought that their 

videoconferencing competence was ‘very good’, 31% now did so, 
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with a 19% increase in the category ‘good’.  Before project 

participation, 70% described themselves as ‘very poor’ compared to 

9% afterwards.  Lastly, there was an increase of 29% among those 

who considered their competence with PowerPoint ‘very good’, and 

a corresponding decrease in the category ‘very poor’.  Table 1 

illustrates:  

 

  

Table 1 Levels of teacher competence in the use of email, computer conferencing, 
videoconferencing and PowerPoint before and after participation in 
Dissolving Boundaries (n = 34) (%) 

Area of competence Very poor Poor Moderate Good Very Good 
 Before After Before After Before After Before After Before After 

Email   9   0  6  0 12  0 35 30 38 70 
Computer 
conferencing 

47   3 23  0 15 19   9 42   6 36 

Videoconferencing 70   9 15  0   9 25   6 35   0 31 
PowerPoint 38   6 12   3 15 19 20 28 15 44 
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6.0 MANAGEMENT OF THE PROJECT IN THE 

CLASSROOM 

 

6.1 PLANNING THE PROJECT WORK 

 

Most teachers used a combined approach to planning project work 

(21): as part of the curriculum, ICT work and as an extra-curricular 

activity.  From the 13 teachers who did not use a combined 

approach, seven planned as part of the curriculum and three, in each 

case, as part of ICT work and as an extra-curricular activity. 

 

6.2 CLASS ORGANISATION WITH PARTNER SCHOOL 

 

Over half of the teachers organised their pupils into groups when 

linking with the partner school (53%).  The remaining 47% used a 

whole-class approach.  A number of advantages and disadvantages 

were identified in relation to the organisation of group work during 

videoconferencing links with partner schools.  The advantages were: 

 

� easier management of small groups (six pupils were ideal for a 
videoconferencing session); 

� easier sharing of ideas; 
� all pupils having a part to play; 
� development of more in-depth pupil relationships than with a 

larger group; 
� differentiation of the material used to suit the group’s ability. 
 

As three teachers said: 

 

[Grouping means] better organisation, pupils work better in small 
groups and nobody feels left out.   (RoI: primary) 
 
No disadvantages to working in groups – easier to manage and share ideas.   
 (NI: primary) 

 
Smaller groups work better for videoconferencing. (NI: post-primary) 

 

Disadvantages were few and related to one pupil dominating a 

group, to large classes and to the lack of time: 
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Videoconferencing involves the rotation of groups – difficult with a huge 
number and little time. (RoI: post-primary) 

 

6.3 CHANGE IN CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT STYLE 

 

Most teachers said that involvement in the Dissolving Boundaries 

project had not changed their style of classroom management (56%), 

however, 44% reported a shift from a didactic to a more facilitative 

approach that was supportive of pupil collaboration: 

 

Children are involved much more in group work now and my rôle is more 
management than direct teaching.   (RoI: primary) 
 
I have to become more of a facilitator for learning in Dissolving Boundaries, 
offering guidance rather than instruction.   (NI: primary) 
 
I feel I am more open to gaining ideas and strategies that help collaboration 
to take place.   (NI: primary) 
 
I’m aware of how children can learn from each other and include 
opportunities for this now.   (RoI: primary) 
 
The pupils ‘own’ the project – the emphasis is on them communicating their 
learning.   (NI: post-primary) 
 
It is less teacher directed.  Pupils are becoming independent learners.   

(RoI: post-primary) 
 
Pupils are working well together and know that they have to prepare their 
work for conferences.   (RoI: post- primary)  

 

6.4 MOST IMPORTANT PROJECT AIM 

 

Rather than a perception of a single project aim, there was an even 

spread of opinion between three aims.  Most teachers believed that 

the most important project aim was the capacity to appreciate other 

cultures (35%), 34% the application of ICT in teaching, and 31% the 

sustainability of ICT in the curriculum. 
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7.0 RELATIONSHIP WITH PARTNER SCHOOL 

 

7.1  THE JOINT PLANNING DOCUMENT 

 

Since a further key purpose of Dissolving Boundaries was to establish a 

good working relationship between partner schools, the teachers 

were asked how far the joint planning document had helped them to 

plan, organise and deliver the project.  Mostly, it was not felt to have 

provided great impetus, particularly if one partner had been unable 

to attend the joint planning session.  Thirty-six per cent, in each 

case, said the document had helped ‘to some extent’ or ‘not very 

much’; 26% felt that it had helped ‘to a considerable extent’.  Of 

greater importance was mutual enthusiasm and sustained contact 

thereafter: 

 

When you first meet a teacher, both of you are very motivated and idealistic.  
Teachers need to meet again to re-evaluate.   (RoI: primary) 

 

[The planning document] had not enough content regarding what we 
were actually going to do once links were established.   (NI: primary) 
 
Unfortunately, the teacher from our partner school was unable to attend the 
joint planning day.   (RoI: primary) 
 
The other school did not follow what was agreed and contact was only 
sporadic.   (NI: post-primary) 
 
To be honest, we have not communicated as frequently as I would have 
liked.  Partly I am to blame, but the other school did not try too hard to 
contact us either.   (RoI: post-primary) 
 
I did not meet with my partner at the beginning of term, as they were unable 
to make it.  We met in January, but needed to meet earlier.  
 (NI: post-primary) 

 

7.2 COLLABORATIVE PRESENTATIONS 

 

Concerning collaborative PowerPoint or web site presentations, 

most teachers had not been able to carry these out on a regular basis 

(57%), 32% had, and 11% had done so ‘sometimes’.  
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7.3 EFFICIENCY AND RELIABILITY OF THE DISSOLVING 

BOUNDARIES EQUIPMENT 
 

As the means of sustaining the relationship with the partner school, 

the opinion of most teachers on the efficiency and reliability of the 

technical equipment was that access to the Internet was ‘very efficient 

and reliable’ (41%), and that the videoconferencing equipment was 

‘efficient and reliable’ (49%).  However, a less favourable picture was 

painted of NINE whereby  24% found it ‘very efficient and reliable’, 

but 24% also described it as ‘very inefficient and unreliable’.  Table 2 

illustrates: 

 

Table 2 Efficiency and reliability of Dissolving Boundaries equipment  
 (n = 34) (%) 

Type of equipment Very 
inefficient & 

unreliable 

Inefficient & 
unreliable 

Moderately 
so 

Efficient & 
reliable 

Very 
efficient & 

reliable 
Internet   6   9 13 31 41 
Videoconferencing   9   3 12 49 27 
NINE 24 18 15 18 24 

 

Most comments were rather negative: 

 

About access to NINE: 

 

NINE is quite slow to navigate through to reach the pupil café and work 
in progress folders.   (RoI: primary) 
 
Access to NINE can cause big problems when a group or class is ready to 
work and can’t get on.   (NI: primary) 
 
NINE conferencing is unsatisfactory – slow most of the time and not 
always reliable.   (NI: post-primary) 
 

About videoconferencing: 

 

It is not always convenient to videoconference at a set time.  Also, 
international calls can be expensive.   (NI: primary) 
 
Videoconferencing equipment needed microphones to enable children to hear 
others clearly. (NI: primary) 
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No IT expert when having problems with videoconferencing.  
Videoconferencing has worked a few times – last Friday our link [with 
the partner school] failed.  40 minutes class time wasted with nothing to 
show for it.   (RoI: post-primary) 
 
The equipment is fine.  Time-tabling, access to the equipment and matching 
up slots when both classes have access, is a pain.   (RoI: post-primary) 
 
Generally very satisfied, but all equipment lets you down sometimes, 
especially if using it frequently. (NI: primary) 
 

7.4 HANDLING TECHNICAL DIFFICULTIES WITH PARTNER 

SCHOOL 
 

Technical difficulties were handled by a variety of methods, mostly 

by a combination of telephone and email (14 of the 34 schools).  

Seven teachers resolved problems by e-mail only, and six by 

telephone only.  One school, in each case, used email and 

videoconferencing, telephone and videoconferencing, and telephone 

but no other form of follow-up contact (four missing cases). 
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8.0 ACCESS TO ICT EQUIPMENT 

 

8.1 LOCATION OF DISSOLVING BOUNDARIES COMPUTERS 

 

In 27 of the 34 schools, the computers used for Dissolving Boundaries 

work were located at a distance from the project teacher’s classroom 

(23 in a central computer room and four in the library).  In only four 

schools were they in the project teacher’s own room (three missing 

cases).  The teachers were given the opportunity to comment on the 

location of the project computers.   

 

8.2 LOCATION OF DISSOLVING BOUNDARIES COMPUTERS IN 

THE CLASSROOM 
 

Those who had the computers in situ agreed that this: 

 

� facilitated Internet access throughout the day to research topics; 
� improved access for pupils with limited computer experience; 
� increased access for pupils with no computer at home; 
� enabled greater flexibility of access to pupils in the partner 

school, to the project team and to external technical help; and 
� constituted a support line for teachers in partner schools to 

clarify topic content. 
 

It is a massive advantage having the equipment in the classroom.  
Dissolving Boundaries is present every minute of every day with flexible 
access. (NI: primary) 

 

8.3 LOCATION OF DISSOLVING BOUNDARIES COMPUTERS 

ELSEWHERE IN SCHOOL 
 

The teachers in whose schools the Dissolving Boundaries computers 

were centrally located were asked whether this affected project 

progress.  Their comments were both favourable and less so: 

 

Central area was best as teachers move classrooms each year and children 
enjoy going to another location.   (NI: primary) 
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It means equal access for everyone.  Work on the computers can be 
integrated with other work, and can be rotated between groups in the class.  
 (RoI: primary) 
 
The fact that I was time tabled for the computer room meant that I gave 
particular time to the project.   (NI: primary) 

 

[Central location] enhanced the project – set time for use.  
 (RoI: primary) 

 

It was difficult because you had to book the ICT room in advance and often 
[the ICT teacher] was using it.   (NI: post-primary) 
 
Not having the computers in the classroom has been a major obstacle to 
participation as going off to the computer room for a short time is only 
‘tokenism’. (RoI: primary) 
 
I am extremely enthusiastic about the project, but the problem of getting the 
pupils anywhere near the computer is very annoying.  Why hasn’t 
Dissolving Boundaries insisted that the [dedicated] computers are in a 
separate room?  (RoI: post-primary) 

 

8.4 NUMBER OF COMPUTERS WITH INTERNET ACCESS USED BY 

TEACHERS FOR DISSOLVING BOUNDARIES WORK 
 

The number of computers with Internet access available to project 

teachers ranged from one to 32.  The largest group (9) had four at 

their disposal; four had one such computer; three, respectively, had 

five and eight computers; and two, in each case, had 15, 24, 25 and 

33.  Individual schools had two, six, 12, 16, 19, 20 and 30 computers 

with Internet access. 

 

8.5 LOCATION OF VIDEOCONFERENCING EQUIPMENT 

 

Similarly, in most schools (29), the videoconferencing equipment 

was situated other than in the project teacher’s classroom.  In 23 

schools it was in a central computer/resources room; in four it was 

in the library; in two, another classroom; and in two cases, 

respectively, it was in the staff room and next to the four Dissolving 

Boundaries computers.  In only two schools was the 

videoconferencing equipment in the project teacher’s classroom, in 

one case brought there when required (one missing case). 
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9.0 IMPACT OF THE PROJECT ON PUPILS AND 

TEACHERS 

 

The teachers’ views were sought on the nature and extent of the 

impact of Dissolving Boundaries on the pupils and on themselves.  

They were also asked about the factors most influencing the success 

of the project, about parental attitudes and about prospects for 

sustainability.   

 

9.1 IMPACT ON PUPILS 

 

The most notable benefits for pupils, considering the two highest 

categories, related to their motivation and their ICT skills.  Next 

were their sense of responsibility, self esteem, topic knowledge, 

capacity for collaborative learning, understanding of other young 

people’s culture, literacy skills, independent learning and oracy skills.  

A significant minority, however, did not rate highly the impact of 

Dissolving Boundaries on pupils’ collaborative learning.  Table 3 

illustrates:   

 

Table 3  Teachers' perceptions of the impact of Dissolving Boundaries on pupils 
(n=34) (%) 

Aspect improved None Very little Moderate Quite a lot A lot 
Motivation   0   6 12 41 41 
ICT skills   0   9 21 44 26 
Sense of responsibility   3   6 24 43 24 
Self esteem   0   6 29 32 33 
Topic knowledge 12   6 23 50   9 
Collaborative learning   9 20 15 41 15 
Cultural awareness   6 12 29 35 18 
Literacy skills   6 12 35 35 12 
Independent learning 12   9 35 29 15 
Oracy skills   3   9 52 24 12 

 

9.2 IMPACT ON TEACHERS 

 

Taking into account the two highest categories, the greatest impact 

of the project on teachers was in relation to improving their ICT 

skills, and their ability to moderate pupil conferences.  Next were 
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increasing their sense of cultural awareness, and generating a greater 

sense of collegiality with the partner teacher.  Table 4 illustrates:  

 

Table 4 Impact of Dissolving Boundaries on teachers (n = 34) (%) 

Aspect improved None Very 
little 

Moderate Quite a 
lot 

A lot 

ICT skills   0 15 15 38 32 
Moderation of pupil conferences   7 16 13 48 16 
Promoting cultural awareness 10 10 26 38 16 
Generating collegiality 10 19 23 29 19 

 

9.3 FACTORS INFLUENCING SUCCESSFUL PARTICIPATION IN THE 

PROJECT  

 

The factor most influencing successful project work was each 

partner teacher’s enthusiasm (71%).  Over half also referred to 

adequate access to the project hardware (56%) and to external 

support from the two project teams (north and south) (53%); over 

two-fifths highlighted the importance of supportive, interested 

colleagues (44%) and the need for pupils to be compatible in terms 

of age and ability (41%).  Of considerably less importance as a 

perceived factor for project success was the joint planning document 

(see also 7.1) (31%).  Table 5 illustrates:  

 

Table 5 Extent to which factors influenced successful participation in Dissolving 
Boundaries (n = 34) (%) 

Factor Not at 
all 

Slightly Moder-
ately 

Quite a 
lot 

A lot 

Partner teacher's enthusiasm 0   3   3 23 71 
Adequate access to hardware 0   3   9 32 56 
External support 0   0 26 21 53 
Supportive, interested colleagues 0   6 21 29 44 
Age and ability matched pupils 0   3 21 35 41 
Joint planning document 9 18 27 15 31 

 

9.4 PARENTAL ATTITUDES TO DISSOLVING BOUNDARIES 

 

Parental attitudes towards Dissolving Boundaries were largely positive.  

Over half of the teachers said that the project work had been ‘very 
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well’ received by parents (52%) and ‘moderately well’ by 45%, with 

only 3 per cent (or 1 of the 34 schools) citing ‘not very well’. 

 

9.5 PROSPECTS FOR SUSTAINABILITY 

 

Since the teachers surveyed represented those who had taken part in 

the project for two years, its future success was felt to rest on their 

response to the final question: “Considering your experience of 

Dissolving Boundaries, would you wish to continue with the project 

even with limited support?”  Although many were involved with 

other ICT initiatives, 91% responded that they would continue (31 

of the 34 schools).   
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10.0 THE INTERVIEWS 

 

The 17 teachers interviewed were asked questions on: 

 

� the promotion of cultural awareness; 
� the integration of ICT into the curriculum; 
� the most effective use of ICT for project management; 
� teachers’ professional development; 
� the relationship with the partner school. 

 

10.1 PROMOTING CULTURAL AWARENESS 

 
One of the main aims of the project was to promote cultural 

awareness and mutual understanding amongst children and young 

people across national boundaries. 

 

10.2 THE ROLE OF ICT IN PROMOTING CULTURAL AWARENESS 

 

All 17 teachers interviewed were unanimous, from their experience 

of Dissolving Boundaries, that ICT had contributed to cultural 

awareness amongst the pupils taking part.  Typical comments were:  

 

[We read] a book about a boy going to a different culture in Africa, and 
we explored cultural awareness by looking at countries outside our own, and 
also at cultural differences between the north and south of Ireland.  
 (RoI: primary)  
 
Our project was based on the whole culture of myths and legends in Ireland.  
We focused on stories in NI and our partner school on those in the RoI.  
They were totally different and, although our research wasn’t totally IT-
based, we put it together for the other school as a PowerPoint presentation 
which was so, so much better than the usual format for story-writing.  
 (NI: primary)  
 
When they were swapping ideas and what kids like in the pupil café, it was 
very easy to see the similarities rather than the differences.  I though that 
was a big plus. (RoI: primary) 
 
Starting with the e-mails [NINE], we see it more as a social exchange, but 
any social exchange has its value.  Even on a basic level, the cultural aspects 
come across through the use of ICT… that might not necessarily come 
across in a face-to-face meeting. (RoI: post-primary) 
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The pupils exchanged views on a number of issues, such as currency and 
education, even in their informal chatting.  In cross-border terms, we in 
Northern Ireland often think of the religious divide, but for the Dissolving 
Boundaries project, we are teamed with a school of the same religion and we 
would probably have learned more if there had been that difference.  In 
many other ways, though, the pupils shared a wide variety of cultural 
differences and similarities that occurred naturally.   (NI: post-primary)  
 
Through the use of the pupil café and videoconferencing, [pupils can] read 
different opinions and hear different accents and viewpoints.  
 (RoI: post-primary) 
 
Dissolving Boundaries using ICT is a good communication tool and I think 
pupils like the social aspect of it.  They’re very excited at the prospect of 
using PowerPoint and videoconferencing, so ICT combined with cross-border 
contact gets their enthusiasm going. (NI: post-primary) 

 

Two primary teachers (one NI, one RoI), although in agreement that 

ICT could foster cultural understanding, believed that it could not 

happen immediately, nor could it be rushed.  As the RoI teacher 

said:  

 

I think it is something that develops over time.  At the start, the emphasis 
is on communicating anything that they have to say to each other, so I think 
we would have to be at it a bit longer.   

  

Two other primary teachers (both NI) warned of the need to keep 

pupils focused on the context of the on-line topics being covered - 

“It’s very easy for them to get side-tracked”: 

 

Cultural awareness grows through ICT without a shadow of doubt, but 
because there’s so much to be covered in the curriculum, we can’t go off at a 
tangent.  You have to be very, very careful that any ICT is linked back into 
your topic.   

 

10.3 TECHNOLOGY AND PUPIL INTERACTION 
 

The teachers were almost equally divided on which of the forms of 

technology used in the project best promoted pupil interaction and 

that they used most frequently.  Nine teachers preferred computer 

conferencing with the pupil café and work in progress (5 primary, 4 

post-primary), and eight liked videoconferencing best (7 primary, 1 
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post-primary).  Praise for computer conferencing was interlaced with 

perceptions of the benefits and drawbacks of videoconferencing: 

 

I thought computer conferencing was better because you didn’t have to 
schedule it.  It can be very difficult to arrange a videoconferencing session 
with two schools, and sometimes [the link] failed – often at the last minute.  
I found that difficult to manage. (NI: primary) 
 
Computer conferencing is fabulous for the pupil café where they chat and 
also for work in progress.  They’re using all sorts of ICT – Word, 
PowerPoint and we’ve also sent and received several digital camera images.    
 (NI: primary) 
 
The pupils were motivated because they knew other children would be 
reading their work.  My Year 5 class was teamed with Year 7 in the other 
school, so they were able to share their skills.  The standard of work they 
produced was excellent – inserting photographs, scanning images, text 
grabbing and researching. (NI: primary) 

 
In computer conferencing, the pupils checked their work before ‘posting’ their 
message, so they became very aware of using capital letters, full stops and 
checking their spelling.  They were more careful than if they were writing in 
class. (NI: primary) 

 
All the children can be involved [in NINE] at the same time.  It is very 
easy to organise and they enjoy it.   (RoI: primary) 

 
The pupils used computer conferencing quite independently to communicate 
with boys and girls in their partner school, from home or even on work 
experience.   (NI: post-primary) 
 
I thought NINE was better.  Videoconferencing was great, but it was 
difficult to involve everybody. (RoI: post-primary) 

 

Similarly, the teachers who preferred videoconferencing drew 

comparisons with NINE:  

 

[Videoconferencing is best] because they have eye contact, they can see 
the person and it is very immediate.  The problem with NINE is that they 
have to wait for that and co-ordinating it is not very easy.  Not taking away 
from it, but obviously when they can sit and talk to each other, it is ideal.  
The type of videoconferencing we have is so reliable, and the sound and 
quality of the picture is so good.  It’s invaluable. (RoI: primary) 
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Videoconferencing worked well and it’s great to see it happen, but there are 
the whole practicalities of getting time in the computer room and having 
somebody there to set it up.  That was a bit difficult for both schools.  
 (RoI: primary) 

 
The children worked in groups for some elements of videoconferencing, so 
they had to discuss what they wanted to say, how to say it, and to take 
turns so that everyone got the chance of composing on line. (NI: primary) 

 
When you can see the people there in front of you, it is so much better than 
working through [NINE].  A lot of our kids are language deficient, and to 
see them talk to their partner school was really much better.  
 (RoI: primary) 

 
The pupils have acquired all sorts of skills: they’ve been introducing 
themselves, asking questions, interviewing each other, and doing question 
and answer sessions.  The difference between the first videoconference and the 
most recent one is unbelievable.  The skills included thinking in advance, 
working on open-ended questions and how to elicit better answers.  Their 
listening skills improved too, especially with the other children’s accents as 
they really had to concentrate. (NI: primary)  

 
Videoconferencing showed their responses were different to ours.  They were 
quiet, rural children whereas ours were vivacious and had something to say 
about everything.  The other children were very humorous - mine saw them 
as being very funny.  It comes across more in videoconferencing than in 
NINE. (RoI: primary) 

 
We’ve used NINE a lot, but I think videoconferencing was when the pupils 
started to realise that there was another class – not just words on a screen.
 (NI: post-primary) 

 

In addition, therefore, to promoting cross-national pupil interaction, 

both computer conferencing in NINE and videoconferencing were 

said to enable the acquisition of important communication skills.  

With the former these included: 

 

� writing (for a peer audience); 
� reading (the discussion of a novel); 
� editing (re-drafting written work, especially punctuation and 

spelling, before committing it to peer scrutiny on NINE). 
 

And with the latter: 

 

� oral skills (clear speech); 
� listening skills (awareness of different accents); 
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� conversation etiquette (turn taking); 
� gauging own and others’ body language (moderating reactions); 
� preparing for videoconferencing sessions (researching and 

carefully phrasing questions); 
 

A serendipitous outcome of the use of videoconferencing was its 

beneficial effect on the self-confidence of shy or less able children.  

This was referred to spontaneously during interview by five teachers 

(4 primary, 1 post-primary): 

 

What I loved most about videoconferencing was that the quietest children at 
the very beginning would not speak, but at the end were more than happy to 
ask questions.  It really surprises you – the children who love to get in there 
and have a go at the technology.  I find that one of the joys of the whole 
thing - something that comes along and takes you totally by surprise.  
 (NI: primary) 

 
Some were very quiet and stilted during the first [session], but, by the end, 
they were opening up much more freely. (NI: primary) 

 
I can think of the first time we did videoconferencing – some of the children 
who were particularly happy to speak out were amongst the less able.  Some 
of the more able seemed afraid to get it wrong, whereas the less able seemed 
less worried. (NI: primary) 

 
The pupils enjoyed videoconferencing perhaps the most.  Rapport developed, 
it was visual and, although with the technology it was a little difficult to 
hear, they found it really exhilarating to be able to take part, especially 
some of the shyer ones whose confidence in interacting with other people was 
improved. (NI: post-primary) 

 

The fifth teacher referred to the stimulus of computer conferencing 

too, particularly for the less able: 

 

… especially the weaker children.  They’re very eager to get writing their bit 
and excited about getting a reply back. 

 

One post-primary teacher explained how shy pupils could make use 

of Dissolving Boundaries as one of different community outreach 

programmes offered by the school: 

 

I found that a lot of the shyer children came to me [to take part in 
Dissolving Boundaries] because they could hide behind a computer 
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screen.  And yet, as it progressed, I felt that their confidence was developed 
using NINE.  They had never used any kind of web conferencing before. 

 

10.4 FACE-TO-FACE MEETINGS 
 

Face-to-face meetings between pupils were carried out by 12 

schools* (6 pairs: 8 primary and 4 post-primary schools).  Four had 

not yet had meetings (2 pairs: both primary).  In the case of the 

remaining pair of post-primary schools, only the two project 

teachers had met, although this was felt to be highly productive and 

a pupil meeting was anticipated.  Meetings took place either at one 

venue and return visits arranged, or at a half-way point.  (*Includes 

the school where the teacher was unable to be interviewed). 

 

Such meetings were felt by the teachers interviewed to have had a 

very positive effect on the pupils’ cultural understanding.  Progress 

during such meetings was initially made on a superficial, but very 

important, level, and the process of becoming aware of other 

children’s cultural identity was slow, just as it was through the 

different forms of technology.  Face-to-face, they became 

accustomed to each others’ accents, discussed their different 

education systems, and began to grasp the concept of ‘a sense of 

place’: 

 

I think the focus was not necessarily on cultural understanding, but they 
were doing activities together and they had a lot of informal conversations.  I 
noticed that, on the nature walk, they were talking about the school systems 
– how and why they were different and how they had to do an exam [at 
eleven plus] and we didn’t.  They discussed each school’s slightly different 
ethos.  As a result, a lot of them are pen-pals and that will sustain beyond 
primary.  It’s great. (RoI: primary) 
 
Geographically: how long did it take you to get here? And how did you get 
here?  Just the awareness of that.  Because we had met them on 
videoconferencing this year, the language and accents were a talking point.
 (RoI: primary) 
 
They were very simple things because we were working with 13/14-year-
olds, but I would say they got a better understanding of each other.  The 
meeting highlighted at first the differences between them.  It would take a 
further meeting and further work to get over [these].  Towards the end of 
the day, we gave them an hour free with each other and I could see they were 
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breaking up into groups of boys and girls.  I think they had a better 
cultural understanding as it came towards the end of the day.  
 (RoI: post-primary) 
 
They were fascinated with each other – the way they speak, the fact that 
their education system is slightly different and particularly that their school 
is about a quarter of the size of ours - maybe not cultural in respect of, for 
instance, religious elements, but very, very useful and, definitely, a big 
motivator for us and them.  Their Principal spoke in Irish to welcome us 
which was a nice touch, and said that the border really makes no difference.  
They couldn’t have been more welcoming and the pupils talked about 
football and so on. (NI: post-primary) 

 

In the case of those who had not had face-to-face pupil meetings, 

the reason given by two NI primary teachers was the distance 

between them and their partner school (could be over 100 miles): 

 

Distance is an obstacle and communication is not always good.  Location is 
an issue since the school is far away, but I think a meeting would achieve 
more than videoconferencing as the children could mix and play together, 
and get to know each other properly. 

 

One RoI primary teacher agreed: 

 

It would be great for [this year’s] children to meet.  When we met the 
original group, it was an eye opener to see the differences between the two 
schools.  Just the whole system of education – how different it was even 
though we are so near to each other.  There were lots of similarities such as 
curriculum pressure.  To integrate a project like this takes time and 
thinking. 

 

One project teacher who had met her counterpart at a half-way 

point between the two schools, said that they quickly formed a good 

relationship, and established and planned their topic: 

 

It’s very important to have rapport and also a similar work ethic.  There is 
also a need for matching subject specialisms as well as a good technological 
link.  We have considered a face-to-face meeting for the pupils, but have left 
it too late this year.  It’s planned for October 2003 when there are fewer 
pressures.  If we did this, then had more videoconferencing meetings, it would 
reinforce what we’ve been trying to achieve. (NI: post-primary) 
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11.0 INTEGRATION OF ICT INTO THE CURRICULUM 

 

A primary aim of the project was to integrate meaningful topic work 

using ICT into the different curricula of the participating schools. 

 

11.1 CAPACITY OF PROJECT TO PROMOTE ICT IN CURRICULUM  
 

The majority considered that work on Dissolving Boundaries had 

helped promote the integration of ICT into the curriculum (11: 10 

primary and 1 post-primary).  Two post-primary teachers said that 

although they used it extensively anyway, it had added further 

dimensions, especially the crucial one of peer audience for pupils, 

equally important at primary level: 

 

Peer audience and peer learning were motivating factors in the use of 
NINE. (NI: primary) 
 
It hasn’t changed the way I do things except, perhaps, the element of 
communication with other audiences which is hard to get, although it’s part 
of the criteria in English – that they should present to other schools.  It’s 
difficult.  You can go on the Internet and get them e-pals, but you have to do 
it in a way that’s constructive, like studying part of the syllabus together.  It 
doesn’t work unless you have a teacher who is equally enthusiastic and has 
very good IT facilities. (NI: post-primary) 
 
I would use IT a lot anyway in history, but the project added another 
element, for instance, I would normally do leaflets on, say, the Plantations, 
but the pupils were able to send these as attachments to their partner school.  
It provides an audience. (NI: post-primary)  
 
I could write stories with them from the beginning of the year to the end, and 
they’re never going to have the enthusiasm they’ve had this year because they 
knew it was going to the other school who would be reading it – it was real 
and there was a sense of audience. (NI: post-primary) 

 

Four post-primary teachers, however, had certain misgivings, but 

these were due either to inferior technical equipment or to their own 

inadequate ICT competence: 

 

The main thing the project revealed to us was the need to replace our entire 
system.  Technically, it has made it very difficult for us this year and is due 
to be replaced.  I would see no difficulty in integrating ICT into the 
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curriculum once the machinery is in place, and a time allowance is made in 
the time table.   (RoI) 
 
Within the school, there is very little [integration of ICT].  The computer 
room is heavily used and has poor Internet access.   (RoI) 
 
It is very good to work with … [the pupils] adapt very readily.  I suppose, 
generally, schools see ICT not as a subject itself, but as an aid.  If the 
teacher is not IT-literate, it can be difficult, particularly with classes of 20 
or 30.  We felt at the planning meeting last year, when inspectors from both 
Departments of Education were there, that you do need somebody with 
hands-on experience and technical support, if you’re not very good at ICT 
yourself. (NI) 
 
There is a need for more resources: computers, computers and more 
computers, and a connection to the Internet in each classroom.  Teachers 
need laptops to work at home … a lot more software and the education of 
teachers regarding what is the best software to buy to suit kids’ needs.  
Training in PowerPoint, FrontPage, Excel.  The list is endless really. (NI) 

 

In fact, comments in this respect were predominantly much more 

positive: 

 

Dissolving Boundaries has given us something to focus on.  We’re doing a 
project on our community to show the partner school what it’s like, and have 
been touching on the geography and history of the area, literacy and artwork.  
ICT has helped to bring all these together. (NI: primary) 
 
The children have done so much in terms of literacy development through the 
Dissolving Boundaries project.  They’ve looked at characters as they’re set in 
the plot; they’ve done their own creative writing, art and painting to go with 
it, and clay models.  We take what we’re doing in our topic as a theme, and 
have worked a lot of subjects around it.  I think curriculum development 
has been brilliant because the children are so interested.    
 (NI: primary) 
 
When you’re introducing a new technology like that, you need guidelines.  It 
takes the pressure off you as a teacher to come up with new and innovative 
ways of introducing it … and working with another teacher puts a bit of 
pressure on you to persist.  When you’re working independently, I suppose if 
you meet difficulties you might choose to go back to a more reliable method, 
but when working collaboratively, there is pressure on you to make it a 
success for your own benefit and for the pupils. (RoI: primary) 
 
Dissolving Boundaries has made ICT much more high profile in the school 
– it’s gone hand-in-hand with the training provided for staff by local 
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education authorities.  We also have a new interactive suite so it all links 
together nicely. (NI: primary) 
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11.2 EFFECT OF PROJECT ON PUPILS’ ICT SKILLS 
 

All 17 teachers reported improvement in the ICT skills of the pupils 

participating in the project, from basic keyboard skills to the more 

sophisticated use of PowerPoint.  Primary teachers’ comments were, 

for example: 

 

Pupils’ ICT skills have definitely benefited, from familiarity with the 
keyboard to taking the fear away. (RoI) 
 
Some are absolutely fantastic and are ahead of me in PowerPoint.  They’re 
working with a purpose, so whether it’s word processing or working on the 
NINE site, they’re getting faster.   (RoI)  
 
In terms of word processing and web crossing skills, it has heightened their 
awareness of ICT.   (NI) 
 
It has made a big difference because they wouldn’t have had experience of 
videoconferencing before, and NINE is giving them safe access to an 
Internet-based activity. (RoI) 
 
They are a lot more confident now … and see how ICT can be a 
communication tool, not just a machine that helps you produce work.  If you 
introduce new technologies, it kind of re-invents the wonder and awe of the 
computer. (RoI) 

 

Post-primary teachers agreed: 

 

Pupil ICT skills have definitely improved.  There is such a wide variety of 
abilities.  Some have computers at home and others can hardly use the 
keyboard.  All are now more confident. (RoI) 
 
A lot were doing ICT key skills including PowerPoint and now, suddenly, 
they see PowerPoint in action, or they use FrontPage which they wondered if 
they’d ever use.  Now, they’re creating their own web pages.  They’re 
absolutely delighted and can’t wait to see them published. (NI) 
 
PowerPoint has been very good for them and it has been good for key skills.  
They’re very proud! (NI) 
 
I think their ICT skills have improved.  They’re all familiar with the 
concept of e-mail, but I was actually surprised at the number who had never 
sent one, for whom even venturing onto the web was new.  Videoconferencing 
was something none of us had taken part in before, and [we] … see it as 
the way forward.  Some pupils went home and tried to explain to their 
parents what they had done [by] describing it as similar to the news 
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reporters we see reporting from the Middle East.  That brought it home to 
them that the technology is not something very remote … and that it could 
have a practical and increasing use. (RoI) 

 

Clearly, not only had Dissolving Boundaries work extended and 

improved computer expertise and knowledge among the pupils, but 

also amongst their teachers and parents.  The pupils had, in addition, 

become much more aware of the scope and potential of ICT as a 

means to an end. 

 

11.3 EFFECT OF ICT ON PUPILS’ APPROACH TO TOPIC WORK 
 

The project teachers were asked if the use of the different forms 

ICT had an effect on how pupils approached topic work – were they 

more focused?  All but one of the 17 felt that they were, that they 

took more care with their work, had more pride in it and were more 

motivated.  Again, the awareness of a distant audience was a 

stimulus to create the best possible ‘end product’.   

 

Yes, definitely, they’re more focused.  It gets them to consolidate their 
knowledge and put it in summary form to send to another school where it is 
going to be read by somebody else.  They’re not just doing research for its 
own sake.  It’s more interesting for them and they’re motivated and 
learning. (RoI: primary) 

 
ICT makes them more interested in what they’re doing – of that there is no 
doubt.  It acts as a magnet to shape the pupils’ approach to the project 
work. (NI: primary) 

 
I think that videoconferencing focused them more.  When they actually got to 
see the other children, that focused them more on the project.  
 (RoI: primary) 

 
I think ICT helps the pupils to ‘perfect’ their work – it’s saved and it can 
be edited so that motivates them.  They wouldn’t have done it in so much 
detail if it hadn’t been for ICT. (NI: primary) 

 
I suppose it’s the ‘finished product’ syndrome.  [ICT] makes them a lot 
more focused on fine tuning their project before we go on-line and it’s shown 
to the other school.  It becomes very personal to them. (RoI: primary) 

 

The one primary teacher (RoI) who was not completely convinced 

of the effects of ICT on project work, believed that it was taking 
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children outside the classroom and the school environment that 

mattered, rather the means of doing so:  

 

I think [ICT] creates enthusiasm, but I feel that they would love to 
communicate with any school in Ireland by any means.  It’s taking the 
typical teaching methods, changing them and introducing [the pupils] to 
the outside world.  That is where the real benefit is.  If computers are the 
mode of doing this, then that’s great.  If you introduce them to a different or 
wider environment, then they’re going to be excited about it.  
 (RoI: primary) 

 

All five post-primary teachers, however, were positive about the 

effects of ICT on topic work within the project: 

 

Absolutely, although they’re not always more focused, but more motivated, 
knowing that their work is going to another school.  Even the weaker pupils 
have taken part and put their messages in the café.   (RoI) 

 
They certainly like to present their work using a visual medium, such as 
PowerPoint, and have used the digital camera to send photos of themselves 
downline. (NI) 

 
I think [ICT] is a motivating factor and that when it comes to assessment 
of their learning, I imagine they’ll know more about the topics on which 
they’ve done a PowerPoint presentation for Dissolving Boundaries. (NI) 

 
The pupils’ enthusiasm level was automatically increased by the fact that 
we’d be using computers and technology to do this.  Very often, if you tell a 
class they’re going to do a project, you get a negative response … using 
technology grabbed their interest. (RoI) 

 

Because they have an audience for the topic work, it helps … and means 
they have to be a bit more polished.   (NI) 

 

11.4 TRANSFERABILITY OF PUPILS’ ICT SKILLS  
 

All but one of the 17 teachers considered that the ICT skills 

acquired by pupils in Dissolving Boundaries were transferable to 

other areas of the curriculum:  

 

This is one of the main outcomes of Dissolving Boundaries because now, 
when I’m doing work in, say, maths or science, the pupils apply the same 
rules.  These are life skills and totally attributable to Dissolving 
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Boundaries.  The pupils also learn to work to deadlines – to have their 
work ready for the other school so that momentum is maintained.  

 (NI: primary) 
 

I think that the skills they pick up can be used in every facet of the 
curriculum. (RoI: primary) 

 
I could see as the year went on that they wanted to put everything onto the 
PC.  Now, when they write a poem, they immediately queue up at the 
computer.  It has gone into every subject in the classroom. (RoI: primary) 

 
We’re looking at literacy and writing this year, and PowerPoint in literacy 
is a form of writing, maybe one for the 21st Century.  It teaches children to 
be concise and to order their thinking. (NI: primary) 

 
Venturing onto the web in itself will apply to work they have to do in any 
curricular area. (RoI: post-primary) 

 

11.5 SKILLS FOSTERED BY DISSOLVING BOUNDARIES 
 

The largest group of teachers felt that pupils’ collaborative learning 

had improved by participating in the project (11: 10 primary and 1 

post-primary).  Again, teachers referred to the increased confidence 

of quieter pupils.  Other important skills said to be developed were 

those relating to oracy (speaking and listening to the distant group) 

(7: 6 primary and 1 post-primary); literacy (reading and writing) (6: 4 

primary and 2 post-primary); and independent learning (research 

skills) (4: 3 primary and 1 post-primary).  Comments were: 

 

11.5.i Collaborative learning 
 

Their collaborative work is much better within the groups.  The weaker 
pupils are accepted and have made contributions to discussions and to 
PowerPoint presentations. (RoI: post-primary) 

 
Each of the seven groups divided their area into tasks so that everyone 
became involved, and they were aware that one person shouldn’t be doing 
everything and the rest sitting back.  They pulled together well and group 
dynamics developed and improved.  They didn’t want to let their team and 
the whole project down. (NI: primary)  

 
It was collaborative work in the sense that they worked as a team.  For 
example, we went on a field trip and they wrote it up and sent a copy to 
their partner school, it went on the web site and into the school newsletter.  



Dissolving Boundaries through Technology in Education 

 Page 41  

The pupils thought the best part was being split into groups to work together 
on the writing task. (RoI: primary) 

 
They’ve certainly discovered about collaborative learning, especially when we 
moved into group work using PowerPoint and away from one-to-one - it’s 
been of great value. (NI: primary) 

 
With more videoconferencing, there would be plenty of potential.  We need 
the equivalent enthusiasm from our partner school. (NI: primary) 

 
What we’ve tried to do is ensure that within and between groups everyone 
has something different to do, so they’ve learned to pool ideas.  The bit they 
really, really love is presenting it to the rest of the class.  Everyone gets a 
chance to share ideas which doesn’t always happen in other areas of the 
curriculum, when quiet children don’t get the opportunity to be heard as they 
do with the project work. (NI: primary) 

 
I think there’s bound to be a benefit to the pupils having to work to 
deadlines, to prepare and to satisfy a group.  They probably work better in a 
group because they won’t let each other down, whereas they’ll give an excuse 
to the teacher for themselves.  Peer pressure is definitely stronger.  
 (NI: post-primary) 

 
As regards collaborative work, this is something that took practice.  
[During their face-to-face meeting], the pupils had worksheets, but 
worked with their friends rather than collaborating with the pupils they’d 
been partnered with.  This would take a lot more work than originally 
envisaged, but collaborative work has improved. (RoI: post-primary) 

 

Two primary teachers, however, were disappointed in this respect: 

 

Collaborative learning has not been as good as we thought it would be due 
to staffing changes and the lack of an IT expert in our computer room.  
Last year, I thought the project went much better.  We were in touch more.  
We were videoconferencing much more.  It was a more positive experience.
 (RoI: primary)   

 
11.5.ii Oracy 

 

Dissolving Boundaries has played a big part in oracy. (NI: primary) 
 

Writing poems and stories before was for copy, and now it’s for an audience.  
To get up and read your own stuff is intimidating enough for an adult, and 
the pupils were really nervous at the prospect of using videoconferencing.  But 
they have learned through it and it shows how far they have come that 
they’re so natural with it. (RoI: primary) 
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Listening skills have developed, but not so much due to differences in 
accents, but problems with microphones and sound.  It was difficult to hear.
 (NI: primary)  

 
I find that the [RoI] children are much more ready to talk in an 
uninhibited way, especially during videoconferencing.  Ours are getting better 
at it, but there is still that reserve.  Ours are good at listening which may be 
part of our more rigid approach to schooling … as our day is considerably 
more rigid than in the south.  Teachers could certainly learn from each other 
too. (NI: primary) 

 
We were shocked when we did our first videoconference and learned a lot 
from it.  We had left the forum open for a question and answer session with 
the [pupils in our partner school], but even our more vocal pupils were 
so reluctant to ask questions, to stand up in front of the class and to 
communicate.  Oracy skills have developed out of that … and I would say 
improved.   (RoI: post-primary) 

 
The shy ones were a bit more vocal by the end of [the project].  
 (RoI: primary) 

 

11.5.iii Literacy 
 

The PowerPoint [presentations] definitely had some effect on their writing 
skills. (RoI: post-primary) 

 
Writing skills – definitely, as they recognise that if there’s an audience they 
have to be grammatically correct and must proofread, edit and adjust their 
own work.  At the start of the project, they were very poor at that.  
 (NI: primary) 

 
Language skills have improved, like making their thoughts concise for the 
pupil café.  Before, if they were writing letters or stories, they seemed to 
rabbit on for ages – it’s a huge skill that they’ve learned.  Finding words to 
mean different things and reading stuff from other kids- it’s great isn’t it?  
It’s very good for their reading skills and is increasing their reading time. 

(RoI: primary) 
 

Where writing was concerned, though, two post-primary teachers 

(one NI, one RoI) were concerned that pupils tended to use the 

language characteristic of mobile telephone text messages.  Neither 

considered that the use of this to compose messages when computer 

conferencing constituted ‘improved writing’: 
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They reverted to using the text message language of mobile phones and I had 
to speak to them about that – to use and type proper sentences, particularly 
in the ‘work in progress’ section. (NI) 

 

11.6 MOTIVATION, CONFIDENCE AND SELF-ESTEEM 
 

Most teachers agreed that pupil motivation had been helped by 

participating in Dissolving Boundaries (9: 6 primary, 3 post-primary), 

and most also saw an increase in confidence and self-esteem (12: 9 

primary, 3 post-primary).  Once again, improvement was particularly 

noted where the quieter and the less able pupils were concerned, as 

well as those with learning difficulties.  Primary teachers’ 

commented, for example:  

 

I have quite a large proportion of children with special needs and they feel 
every bit as much a part of this project as anyone else.  We split the [class] 
groups into mixed ability for the project, and it has made the higher 
achievers realise that the other children’s contributions are just as valuable.  
It’s fascinating to see special needs children speaking out in a group, and a 
child from the top group praising them.  It’s great for their self-confidence.  
When you hear special needs children actually asking you to do something in 
Dissolving Boundaries, particularly ones who realise what their position in 
class is.  It’s an incentive. (NI: primary) 

 
Pupils gain ownership of the work and love working collaboratively in a 
small group.  Everyone has something to contribute and even pupils who are 
not particularly bright academically will have picked up something orally 
and [show] flair. (RoI: primary) 

 
The weaker pupils improved.  They became more confident and offered to 
type things in [in NINE] and started to play more of a part in 
videoconferencing. (RoI: primary) 

 
We have some children who are quite quiet, but they did come forward and 
forgot themselves.  For the first videoconferencing session, they didn’t ask 
many questions, but then they began to get more involved in the project.  
 (NI: primary) 

 
Self-esteem would be huge, and I’m a firm believer in developing self-esteem 
… then it goes right across [their work]. (RoI: primary) 

 
It’s good to see the less able working at their own level and for them to 
achieve as much as they do, I would be happy to say that they have got 
benefits. (NI: primary) 
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Post-primary teachers agreed although one NI teacher, whilst 

agreeing that Dissolving Boundaries work helped to nurture self-esteem, 

emphasised the importance of parity of ability (as far as possible) 

amongst pupils taking part.   

 

I had one child on a Learning Support Programme who was finding it quite 
difficult because she was communicating in written form.  She ‘posted’ her 
message in NINE where everybody could read it and was very conscious of 
her own limitations and because she needed differentiated help, as there were 
pupils of all ability contributing to the conference.  There should be two 
linked schools where pupils with specific literacy difficulties are working 
together. (NI: post-primary) 

 
The project especially helps the weaker pupils.  Now that good presentation 
is easier to achieve and their opinions have been accepted in the groups, they 
have improved. (RoI: post-primary) 

 
I would certainly say their motivation levels were very high.  
 (RoI: post-primary) 

 

11.7 MOST EFFECTIVE USE OF ICT FOR MANAGING THE 

PROJECT IN THE CLASSROOM 
 

A number of combined approaches were used in the management of 

Dissolving Boundaries in the classroom using ICT.  The majority 

preferred whole-class activity followed by group work (6).  This 

worked well for videoconferencing sessions and smaller groups were 

used for computer conferencing.  Two primary schools and one 

post-primary class with very small numbers, however, used a whole-

class approach throughout.  Teachers in both sectors also allowed 

pupils to work in pairs (or three’s) and individually for computer 

conferencing.  Comments showed that classroom management 

within the context of Dissolving Boundaries could present challenges, 

but project teachers were prepared to be flexible in order to achieve 

best practice: 

 

I use group work and, when I started, split the class in two as I had a 
Classroom Assistant.  Classroom management is the big thing because, to 
do anything in groups, the rest of the class has to be spread around the 
school.  I’d have a maximum of eight round a computer. (NI: primary) 

 
We have 31 children split into five groups and one group in turn works 
directly with a group in the partner school.  When they’re not on one of the 
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four Dissolving Boundaries computers, they’re doing project work planning 
their stories, working on PowerPoint presentations or involved in the pupil 
café. (NI: primary) 

 
Videoconferencing declined with the increase in the use of NINE, but the 
pupils would really like monthly or more frequent videoconferences.  We 
started with videoconferencing, then NINE and then PowerPoint – I feel it 
would be great if all three could run next year. (RoI: primary) 

 
Videoconferencing tended to be whole class initially, then in groups.  
Computer conferencing was set up in pairs mutually supporting each other, 
and then moved to children working on their own.  It was therefore a 
combination.  For PowerPoint, they worked in friendship groups which went 
well. (NI: primary) 

 
Sometimes we would have a whole-class activity before a conference.  Maybe 
just go through what we’re going to do, put forward suggestions, say how 
we’re going to do it and do a little run through.  They organise everything.  
Each time we videoconference, a different group will be photographer, 
producer, computer operator and others will be involved too.  They are so 
interested and involved, I trust them to work without supervision.  
 (RoI: primary) 

 
The whole class is too large for videoconferencing so I split them into groups 
of 6 – 8, and these later become the groups for computer conferencing.  
Originally, I had them in pairs of varying abilities, but making it work 
with limited access to computers was difficult.  We moved to larger groups 
with a technology-proficient pupil in each, because PowerPoint profiles were 
becoming too difficult individually.  However, they used the pupil café 
individually and in groups. (RoI: post-primary) 

 
We took a whole-class approach [for videoconferencing] and had to 
time-table it for lunchtime – it’s more difficult for secondary than for 
primary. (NI: post-primary) 

 
We operated on a whole-class system and once a week in small groups, but 
the major problem is getting access to the computer room.  Not all computers 
would be working or would have access to the Internet, so initial contact on 
NINE was made in pairs.  I also allowed pupils to work at home – in 
some ways the easiest option – and they knew what they were ‘posting’ was 
being monitored. (RoI: post-primary) 

 
Usually, I would select a group of six for videoconferencing, decide on our 
talk and the other 19 would watch.  It was good for listening skills, but 
they were disappointed not to be included.  I rotate the pupils each time, so 
all get a chance. (NI: post-primary) 
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11.8 BEST ASPECTS OF ICT ARRANGEMENTS 
 

The best aspects of the ICT arrangements employed were said by 

project teachers to be: 

 

� the beneficial effects of Dissolving Boundaries work on pupil-pupil 
interaction in groups (9); 

� the fostering of peer learning through better collaboration in 
groups (8); 

� shy, quiet pupils coming forward and nobody being left out (4); 
� project work fitting into the curriculum (2); 
� best use being made of ICT resources (1).   

 

11.8.i Beneficial effects of Dissolving Boundaries on group 
work 

 

There are definitely spin-offs into other curricular areas. (RoI: primary) 
 
Group work improved and collaboration was good. (NI: primary) 

 

Their group work skills have improved ‘big time’.  This is one of the biggest 
improvements in my classroom where everybody’s opinion is now taken on 
board.  We started by labelling everyone in the group – writer, editor, artist, 
gatherer of information – but this is obsolete now and everyone does a bit of 
everything which is great and a big improvement.  You can see them 
listening to each other better and taking on different points of view.  Small 
steps, it is not perfect, but it has improved. (RoI: primary) 

 
Children are sometimes not very good at co-operating with one another and 
are maybe not achieving what they set out to do.  But, yes, I’m quite sure 
that the project work, as a common purpose using ICT, working to a 
deadline and the pupils trying to do their best, has improved group work.
 (NI: primary) 

 

People working together on a problem – you’re seeing it here.  If we set up a 
conference, we have to have a group working together including a 
photographer and so on.  The pupils will take it from each other and 
[understand] the role of producer.  It has worked.  It is real life.  I think 
it’s group work at its best because it’s nearly like a work situation for them.
 (RoI: primary) 

 
They definitely improved their group work and became responsible for their 
work.  The first time we did out fact file, we did it in groups for a trial run.  
I looked at their work afterwards and explained the whole dynamics of 
team work – you have to have a ‘doer’ and a person who manages the team, 
so it’s very important in terms of skills. (RoI: primary) 
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One teacher, however, found it more difficult to achieve satisfactory 

group work in videoconferencing than in computer conferencing: 

 

With computer conferencing, working in a group was great, because they 
could help each other with typing and spelling and what to do next.  They 
all benefited from that.  The disadvantage was with videoconferencing.  We 
matched children to talk to each other in front of the computer but, with 
others present, there was nervousness, a lack of concentration and 
embarrassment.  One-to-one contact on their own had its disadvantages too, 
as there isn’t the comfort zone of their friends when discussing something.  
Confident pupils enjoy not being interrupted; weaker ones get a bit nervous.  
The obvious disadvantage was that the group tended to get lost a bit when 
they were communicating like that.   (RoI: primary) 

 

11.8.ii Fostering peer learning 
 

Weaker guys learn from stronger guys.  Stronger guys learn social skills in 
dealing with those who are less able than themselves. (RoI: primary) 

 
There is a great buzz and it is quite contagious.  All of the group will have 
produced a project and all will be on the web site, but that is the advantage 
of groups – smaller groups are better for discipline and crowd control.  
 (RoI: post-primary) 
 
When they’re working on, say, PowerPoint in groups, they’re teaching each 
other.  What I did was to teach the first three or four pupils and they then 
became pupil tutors to teach the others.  I’ve been using this technique a lot.
 (NI: post-primary) 
 
They take turns typing and become good at turn-taking.  The better pupils 
help the weaker pupils. (RoI: primary) 

 
Generally, I just stood and watched in amazement while they got on with it.  

 (NI: primary) 
 

Some were shy pupils and a few were willing to come forward.  
 (NI: post-primary) 

 
Nobody feels left out and everybody wants to be involved.  Everybody has 
different strengths.  Absolutely everybody has talked in a conference and 
presented their work – it just flows. (RoI: primary) 

 
Two working at a computer is good, in that one is helping the other and it is 
also a sort of social time for them (RoI: primary) 
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… everybody felt that they were there and part of it.  They had a sense of 
ownership about [the project]. (RoI: primary) 

 

11.8.iii Project compatibility with curriculum 
 

It fitted into our normal classroom routine and didn’t give us or the pupils 
extra work.  Work set was helping the Dissolving Boundaries project, but 
was still benefiting their subject learning. (NI: post-primary) 

 
The best part is to actually time-table everyone on the computer at least three 
times a week, they have their own special time on computer, and have focus 
time when they go with their group. (RoI: primary) 

 

11.8.iv Best use of resources 
 

It’s absolutely brilliant to have the additional computers and it makes best 
use of limited resources.  It’s the management of both the resources and the 
class to ensure that all children benefit. (NI: primary) 

 

11.9 WORST ASPECTS OF ICT ARRANGEMENTS  
 

The worst aspects, on the other hand, were said to be: 

 

� the management of groups including their composition (8); 
� access to computers (6); 
� time tabling (2); 
� managing the technology and resolving technical difficulties (2). 

 

11.9.i Group management and composition 
 

You always get dominant pupils in groups and have to move them around.  
They know from Form 1 here that you elect a chairperson for the day, 
everybody contributes and stays ‘on task’, and nobody should be allowed to 
dominate. (NI: post-primary) 

 
It’s difficult to manage seven groups.  At the beginning, they all had loads to 
do, then one group would finish their work and I had to find them 
something else to do, at the same time as helping someone who, for example, 
didn’t know how to scan. (NI: primary) 

 
It can be difficult at a conference to involve the whole class.  There are 32 in 
the class and that can cause a problem. (RoI: primary) 

 
Working in pairs is OK, but you have to make sure you have the right 
social balance. (RoI: post-primary) 
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11.9.ii Access to computers 
 

There are four computers and 26 pupils, and I only allow two at a 
computer at one time.  You’re left with maybe 18 and I was trying to teach 
them so, management-wise, it was quite poor but it was really the only way 
I could do it. (RoI: post-primary) 

 
I’m not complaining, but there’s a long distance between my classroom and 
the computers and videoconferencing equipment.  I have no computers in my 
classroom.  I have to book the IT suite, tell the pupils in advance and 
remind them, and take them when it suits their time-table.  When we get 
there, sometimes we can’t get into the NINE web site or every single 
computer freezes at a certain screen and you can’t ‘post’ messages.  It’s a 
real let-down for the pupils.  The potential is there for it to be brilliant, but 
in reality it was videoconferencing that worked best.   (NI: post-primary) 

 
Access to computers is the negative side really.  We haven’t enough.  I only 
have one in my class and there are times when all the groups were working 
together.  We had to take it group by group and enthusiasm waned a bit.  
In the computer room, there are only four and we had five groups, so one 
group was sitting out.  The faster the access to a computer, I think, the 
better the motivation would be. (RoI: primary) 

 
11.9.iii Time tabling 

 
Time tabling has been a big issue with videoconferencing, as our partner 
school could only videoconference at a certain time of the week and weren’t 
there after 2pm, so we had to do a bit of negotiating. (NI: primary) 
 
Time tabling – we have had to postpone [conferencing] and pupils don’t like 
that because they lose structure.  Sometimes it’s unavoidable and they get 
frustrated, especially with computer conferencing because, if you send a 
message and there is no reply, some pupils have messages and some do not.  
It can be very disheartening for those who don’t. (RoI: primary) 

 

11.9.iv Managing the technology 
 

I think the management of videoconferencing is something that I’ll get better 
at. (NI: post-primary) 

 
Microphones are the worst aspect of our set-up.  [The partner school’s] 
microphones were very fuzzy.  We found the handset was best, but the cable 
would only go so far, about a metre. (RoI: primary) 
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11.10 MOST EFFECTIVE FORM OF ICT TO USE WITH PARTNER 

SCHOOL 
 

In relation to collaborative work between pupils in partner schools, 

the teachers were almost equally divided over the most effective 

form of ICT to foster this.  Computer conferencing (8: 4 in each 

sector) was favoured slightly more than videoconferencing (7: 6 

primary, 1 post-primary).  One primary teacher, in each case, 

preferred a combination of the two media, and the use of 

PowerPoint for joint presentations. 

 

Reasons for preferring videoconferencing were: 

 

It’s immediate and it’s still a novelty and they get an opportunity to see who 
they’re talking to.  They hold it in awe – it’s a great experience for them.
 (NI: primary) 
 
It’s visual and different.  None will have experienced it before and it is 
instant which is good for a young class, because writing can be difficult.
 (RoI: primary) 

 

Reasons for preferring computer conferencing included: 

 

Computer conferencing was most effective as we got a result and the children 
could take their time and read the messages.  We lost an awful lot with 
videoconferencing because of the sound quality.  The pupils’ café was better, 
although it was nice for them to see who they were talking to on-line. 
 (NI: primary) 

 
E-mail was easiest because in secondary school with different time tables, it 
was very difficult to make contact.  We had no difficulty gaining access to 
the computer room at lunchtime to use NINE. (RoI: post-primary) 

 

One RoI primary teacher who thought that computer conferencing 

encouraged collaborative work best, nevertheless, foresaw much 

greater potential for videoconferencing, but felt it would require 

greater familiarity between pupils in partner schools and, therefore, a 

face-to-face meeting earlier in the year: 

 

… the live link-up is really the key to the success of the project. 
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Difficulties had been experienced trying to arrange 

videoconferencing – by no means untypical – for example, with the 

Transfer Procedure at 11 plus for Year 7 pupils in the north and 

confirmation for 6th year pupils in the south: 

 

There was a lack of commitment on both sides to get the thing going on a 
regular basis because we did not have the time.  All primary teachers love to 
moan about the overloaded curriculum and I am going to do the same.  But 
I really feel that videoconferencing can become the most effective method of 
communication.  

 

A similar view was held by a NI post-primary teacher who, although 

having found computer conferencing more successful, believed that 

videoconferencing had advantages for the pupils in later life.  To 

facilitate this, the value of an early face-to-face meeting between 

project teachers was reiterated.  Close contact and knowledge of 

each other’s time-tables made the planning of live videoconferencing 

sessions easier. 

 

11.11 APPROACH TO ORGANISING TOPICS FOR DISSOLVING 

BOUNDARIES 
 

The majority of teachers interviewed had attended the joint planning 

meetings arranged for all NI and RoI primary and post-primary 

schools in October and November, 2001(16: 8 pairs).  These were 

arranged so that teachers could not only decide on a topic for 

Dissolving Boundaries and set out aims and objectives, but could also 

establish rapport in the social sense.  Thereafter, as shown in the 

questionnaires, teachers kept in touch in different ways to sustain 

the project, principally by telephone (10), but also by email (10) and 

by videoconferencing (4).   

 

As well as communicating by email and telephone, those interviewed 

had face-to-face meetings with their partner teacher.  One regretted 

that this had not taken place much earlier in the school year, and 

stressed its importance in terms of cementing relationships and 

maintaining project progress on a firm basis.  Two teachers spoke of 

the need for flexibility in planning, selecting topics and 

implementing project work, whilst adhering to the curricula of 

schools in cross-national locations: 
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Two different subject teachers [here] are involved in the project.  My 
colleague is studying a particular topic and I have the flexibility to take, 
perhaps, a poem or short story that augments this, and that fits into the 
curriculum.  I like to do a certain number of creative pieces and the pupils 
can match these with what they’re doing factually.  The approach is kept 
strictly to what we would normally do.   (NI: post-primary) 

 
[My partner teacher] is very flexible and open to change which you have 
to be in these situations … very willing to change as different problems 
arose.  I think it worked very well. (RoI: primary) 

 

Topic work was decided upon by teachers (except in the case of 

one) and was divided into sections for which each partner teacher 

took responsibility: 

 

We met [at the joint planning meeting] and very quickly came up with 
our topic.  We actually divided up the aspects of the topic that day and had 
a few productive phone calls to hone the different problems and make it a 
workable project (RoI: primary) 

 
Staff videoconferenced to discuss plans.  We worked with six groups who 
selected an agreed aspect of the topic and how to work on it.  We then 
worked as one north-south group, exploring similarities as well as 
differences. (NI: primary) 

 
I dictated to the pupils and told them exactly what they had to do, because I 
had a large number.   (RoI: post-primary) 

 
We selected a book on addressing cultural differences and I read it.  The 
book was the core of our communications.   (RoI: primary) 

 
We came up with a topic that fitted into the curriculum in both schools and 
that we, as teachers, were interested in. (NI: primary) 

 
The original plan [at the joint planning meeting] was very broad … 
with a theme and running current …  the effective plan was actually done 
by email.   (RoI: primary) 
 
At the meeting in late 2001, the other teacher and I planned the Dissolving 
Boundaries work in some detail –not expected outcomes but we decided on 
our week-by-week plans for videoconferencing.  There’s a temptation to 
‘contrive’ a project if you don’t think about it carefully enough.  
 (NI: primary) 

 
Basically, we picked topics that both classes had been doing and we swap 
ideas.  I’ve used email to communicate with my partner teacher to plan and 
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take the next steps and, occasionally, we lift the phone to organise or 
confirm something at shorter notice. (NI: post-primary) 

 

A project teacher in the one pair of schools where the topic was not 

teacher selected said: 

 

We both agreed that the topic would come from the children.  There would 
be nothing imposed on them.  The ideas would come from them and that 
would be one big difference between Dissolving Boundaries and [another 
similar project].  With Dissolving Boundaries, it doesn’t matter what you 
talk about so long as [the pupils] are into it. (RoI: primary) 

 
Another teacher admitted that, “Ideally, a brainstorm would have 

been nice”. 

 

11.12 EFFECT OF LOCATION OF DISSOLVING BOUNDARIES 

COMPUTERS  
 

As well as those surveyed, the teachers interviewed were asked 

whether the location of the four Dissolving Boundaries computers 

affected the progress of the project.   

 

In most cases, the computers were located other than in project 

teachers’ classrooms (13: 9 primary, 4 post-primary).  Nine teachers 

found no difficulty with this arrangement in terms of the smooth 

running of the project (7 primary, 2 post-primary).  However, four 

described it as a major drawback (2 primary, 2 post-primary).  Only 

four teachers had the project computers in their own classrooms (3 

primary, 1 post-primary). 

 

Those who did not have the computers in their classroom could see 

the pros and cons of such an arrangement:  

 

It hasn’t bothered me that they are not in my classroom because the pupils 
are reliable.  The advantage is that they are there for everyone to access.  I 
made a conscious decision that it would be better for the whole school if they 
were not in my classroom. (RoI: primary) 

 
We have a full morning when we have total access to the computer room.  
We deliberately didn’t locate the Dissolving Boundaries equipment in my 
classroom to allow other classes to have access to it. (NI: primary) 
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The location of the computers was a big drawback because we had to disturb 
two other teachers every time we wanted to do some project work.  If they 
were in your own classroom, you could do a bit every day. (RoI: primary) 

 
We had the four Dissolving Boundaries computers in a small computer 
room – not ideal as we were walking between them. (NI: primary) 

 
We have to get another teacher out of the room and we end up with a 
specific time for project work each week, usually Fridays.  Our partner 
school has a slot on Thursdays, so we can read their message [in NINE] 
and reply, but they can’t read ours until the following week.  I think to have 
them in your classroom would be a much better idea. (RoI: primary) 

 

One teacher, however, who had to move from one building to 

another (let alone change rooms) remained philosophical: 

 
I can’t have any computers in my mobile classroom because it wouldn’t be 
secure.  At the same time, I’ve worked in schools where there hasn’t even 
been up-to-date IT equipment.  At least there are three IT rooms here 
which are bookable so long as they’re time tabled. (NI: post-primary)  

 

And one who had the four computers in her own classroom said: 

 

[Previously] I had to ship the pupils off to the computer room and we 
would sit around one computer and it was bedlam.  I had to arrange room 
changes and swap classes.  Now, I have four computers up and running.  
 (RoI: post-primary) 

 

In spite of these quite diverse experiences, no adverse effects were 

reported on project work. 

 

11.13 EFFECT OF LOCATION OF DISSOLVING BOUNDARIES VIDEO-

CONFERENCING  EQUIPMENT 
 

Similarly, the videoconferencing equipment was at a distance from 

the classrooms of the majority of those interviewed (15: 12 primary, 

3 post-primary).  Two post-primary teachers had it in their own 

rooms.  Again, opinion was divided: some were quite happy for the 

equipment to be ‘remote’, others were not: 

 

Ideal.  I couldn’t ask for more. (NI: primary) 
 



Dissolving Boundaries through Technology in Education 

 Page 55  

No problems – just a little difficulty in dialling the other site.  
 (NI: primary) 
 
The room is very small and stuffy and everybody wants to videoconference, 
but nobody can be heard properly.  You need a bigger room.  
 (RoI: primary) 
 
I used to have the equipment in a small room annexed to the classroom and 
that worked very well, although while it was good for the group, it was more 
difficult to involve the whole class.  It will be easier now because the whole 
class can sit in the library. (RoI: primary) 
 
The location is convenient, but sometimes you couldn’t get through and there 
were time tabling difficulties. (NI: primary) 
 
It’s in a separate room and I only bring one group of pupils at a time.  Not 
ideal. (NI: primary) 
 
You could certainly do things a lot more easily if you had your class in the 
same building as the computers. (RoI: primary) 
 
If we are to continue with the project, we are thinking of putting an ISDN 
line into one of the classrooms for videoconferencing, and this would reduce 
the constraints on the computer room, but the present location [of the 
equipment] hasn’t really affected the project. (RoI: post-primary) 

 

11.14 EFFECTIVENESS OF SUPPORT FOR TECHNICAL BREAKDOWN 
 

All 17 teachers reported highly satisfactory technical support and 

little incidence of breakdown.  In the case of post-primary schools, 

they had their own technicians although, like primary colleagues, 

they could call on the technical expertise of the Dissolving Boundaries 

teams in both universities for both software and hardware problems.  

So appreciative were the teachers for this prompt and reliable 

support, that the senior technician at one site was described as “a 

fairy godmother”!  
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12.0 TEACHERS’ PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

 

12.1 EXTENT TO WHICH DISSOLVING BOUNDARIES CAN 

SUPPORT PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
 

All teachers interviewed agreed that Dissolving Boundaries had been a 

vehicle for professional development.  They were unanimous that 

ICT skills had improved, both as a result of the training provided 

and the opportunity to put it into practice.  Most now had much 

greater confidence in using ICT and had developed their style of 

classroom management to embrace a more facilitative approach that 

encouraged independent learning, rather than a wholly didactic one.  

Approximately half said that their teaching style had changed, they 

used ICT more in their teaching, and their communication skills had 

improved.  These findings are shown below indicating the 

primary/post-primary breakdown:  

 

� improved ICT skills; (17: all in both sectors) 
� greater confidence in ICT; (13: 8 primary, 5 post-primary) 
� change of classroom management  

style from mostly teacher-directed 
 to more facilitative; (10: 9 primary, 1 post-primary) 
� change of teaching style; (  9: 6 primary, 3 post-primary) 
� increased use of ICT in teaching; (  8: 6 primary, 2 post-primary) 
� improved communication skills; (  7: 4 primary, 3 post-primary) 

 

12.1.i Improved ICT skills 
 

Beyond any doubt.  I can’t understand why any teacher in the project 
wouldn't attend the training because we get no support like that from 
anywhere else.  I had never touched PowerPoint before and now I use it for 
everything.  There were so many things I wouldn’t even attempt.  Last year, 
I wouldn’t have dreamt of putting together a web site.  The training is 
totally at your level, is clear and doesn’t use language that would baffle you. 

(NI: primary) 
 

It motivated me to get involved in the use of computers and to update my 
knowledge which was almost nil at the beginning [of the project].  
 (RoI: primary) 

 
I knew nothing about videoconferencing or computer conferencing.  Without 
a doubt my ICT skills have developed and improved. (NI: primary) 
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My IT skills have improved big-time.  I could barely turn on a PC last 
year when I started this, and now I pride myself at being good at different 
things. (RoI: primary) 

 
Dissolving Boundaries has taken me in leaps and bounds by the use of 
FrontPage, as the Head wanted a school web site.  I’ve become much more 
familiar with PowerPoint too and had never used web conferencing before.  
I’ve gained an awful lot and so have a lot of other staff as I’ve passed on 
what I’ve learned. (NI: primary) 

 
My knowledge of videoconferencing has improved.  I had used web-based 
conferencing, but never ISDN until Dissolving Boundaries.  
 (RoI: primary) 

 
I was quite au fait with a number of computer programmes, but I didn’t 
know PowerPoint or FrontPage, so I’ve learned a lot from the training.  
 (NI: primary) 

 

12.1.ii Change of teaching style 
 

The project has improved my teaching, especially group work.  It has made 
me much more aware of the different dynamics within and between groups 
… and of the different personalities.  I have integrated ICT a lot more in 
all subjects. (RoI: primary) 
 
ICT is now used much more in my teaching. (NI: primary) 
 
I think my teaching style has changed, whether it’s using the Internet to find 
information or emailing our partner school. (RoI: primary) 
 
This is the first time I have been involved in using ICT in teaching a subject 
that is not directly related to ICT.  I was apprehensive about it, but it has 
left me open to the idea of bringing more technology into a mainstream 
subject. (RoI: post-primary) 
 
I have changed my approach [in that] I give the pupils an example and let 
them figure it out, and usually they can. (RoI: post-primary) 
 
I wouldn’t have had a didactic teaching style anyway, but using peer tutoring 
where I teach a couple of pupils, then they help teach the rest of the class, is 
new in the ICT context.  Before, if I was taking them for an ICT lesson, 
I’d only have done something I was really sure of and that I could teach to 
the whole class.  But because we’ve had to do more impromptu work, things 
have changed in my teaching and that’s been good. (NI: post-primary) 
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Two teachers at different ends of the spectrum of experience, whose 

teaching styles had not changed radically through Dissolving 

Boundaries, both readily acknowledged the influence of participating 

in the project:  

 

I would not say my style has changed as I am 30 years in teaching, but I 
am always open to different ways of learning.  The project has made me 
aware that there is more to learning than chalk and talk, and the other 
ways are more interesting.  I think the pupils are sponges for knowledge and 
information. (RoI: primary) 
 
My style has change minimally because I qualified in the last six years and 
we were trained in the new methods, such as promoting group work.  But 
my attitude has changed and I am more prepared to get the class involved 
with other schools.  If they get the chance to communicate with a school 
outside their own, they are opened up to a new environment that is more 
inclusive.  There is no segregating.  There are no differences between people.  
 (RoI: primary) 

 

12.1.iii Change of classroom management style 
 

Dissolving Boundaries has made me think more about a facilitative rôle, 
although I was always aware of it. (NI: primary) 
 
My management skills have definitely improved.  Looking at the class I 
have this year, they are very good at working independently, you can trust 
them and they absolutely enjoy that. (RoI: primary) 
 
More facilitative?  Hard not to agree with that, but I’d have thought I 
wasn’t an overly prescriptive teacher in the first place.  Certainly, the project 
would assist you to go in the direction of facilitating children and giving them 
more control over what they do as a group.  That’s a challenging aspect for 
them. (NI: primary) 
 
I’m more facilitative and it’s filtering through everything.  I can sit the 
children down and they can get on without me.  They’re well aware of their 
time limits and they work out how much time to spend on each bit to make 
sure they get finished.   (NI: primary) 
 
I can see a slight shift.  If I’m being really, really honest, I’m teaching long 
enough to cling to the more teacher-directed approach, but I can see the 
benefits of a facilitative style. (NI: primary) 
 
I team-teach in another subject and would definitely support the idea of 
teacher as facilitator.  Dissolving Boundaries has supported that – 
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definitely.  It allows you to see just how independent the pupils can be when 
you let them, instead of teacher-directed all the time. (NI: post-primary) 

 

One RoI primary teacher, however, pointed to the need to match 

teaching styles to learning situations:  

 

I’ve always used a lot of interactive methodologies in my teaching and group 
work would be one of those, so that has continued rather then changed.  
There is always a place for ‘teacher-based’ teaching as well.  You cannot 
remove that, but the obvious rewards of group work, interaction and social 
skills are all evident from Dissolving Boundaries.   

 

And a NI post-primary teacher believed that the pupils needed the 

security of a certain amount of ‘chalk and talk’: 

 

The emphasis in the last few years has been to think about your teaching so 
that you’re letting go a bit, but the pupils like the stability of your notes and 
ideas and they find it hard to let go.  There’s always the idea of independent 
learning, but is that right?  There are factual things they want from you to 
check that they’ve got it right, but Dissolving Boundaries has made me more 
confident to try different things. 

 

12.2 EXTENT TO WHICH PUPILS’ PROJECT PARTICIPATION 

AFFECTED TEACHERS’ PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT  
 

During the piloting of the questionnaire, the primary teacher who 

had participated in Dissolving Boundaries for two years made the 

following observation in the context of pupils acquiring ICT skills: 

 

Children become teachers – both for me and for other pupils.  Teachers 
become learners and it is a shared learning experience. 

 

This prompted the interview question,  “Have the pupils had an 

effect on your professional development as a teacher?”, to which 

nine of the 17 teachers responded emphatically ‘yes’ (7 primary, 2 

post-primary).  This rôle reversal was considered to be highly 

beneficial for the pupils, particularly, once again, the less able who 

found that they could shine at ICT: 

 

I would say the children run rings round me.  When I set them down to do 
PowerPoint, I ran through a slide with them and they showed me a better 
way to do it.  It’s great for them, particularly as a lot of special needs 
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children come to me and say what they’ve discovered.  There’s nothing better 
for them than their teaching saying, ‘I didn’t know that – you’ve just taught 
me it’.  It’s brilliant. (NI: primary) 
 
They’re quicker, they explore things and, even if I forget, they remember, so 
they can show me a quicker way.  I take this on board and am not at all 
embarrassed.  If they can do something better, they can help me which I 
think is good for them.  It’s the only area of the curriculum in which they 
can say to me as a teacher, “Here’s a better way” or “Did you know that?”  
It’s a shared relationship. (NI: primary) 

 

I’ve definitely learned from the pupils in ICT, which is nice.  It gives them 
confidence, especially the weaker ones. (NI: primary) 

 

Definitely – children give me pointers.  It’s a nice atmosphere.  
 (NI: primary) 
 
They say things like, “I’ll find this for you on the desktop” or “If you do 
this, you’ll find that”.  It’s a nice relationship – less formal – and can 
break down barriers. (NI: primary) 
 
I have definitely learned from them.  Even in web page design when I’ve 
shown them how to use it, suddenly they’re downloading pictures and I have 
to say, “Show me again, how did you do that?”  It’s very much collaborative 
and I think they enjoy that as well, to see that I’m not a total expert in 
ICT.  It’s a lovely role reversal and I say, “You’re a genius!”  I’ve learned 
as much from my pupils as I have from the Dissolving Boundaries training. 
 (NI: post-primary) 

 

12.3 BENEFIT OF TRAINING PROVIDED BY DISSOLVING 

BOUNDARIES 
 

All teachers interviewed had attended technical training in the use of 

NINE and PowerPoint, but not all had been there for FrontPage, 

due to other commitments such as examinations.  Moreover, these 

skills were, in some cases, passed on to colleagues: 

 

I’ve shown a dozen people in school how to use PowerPoint, so it’s filtering 
through our staff and, once the children get a taste of it, they demand it from 
their teachers. 
 
I’m in the process of training other teachers in FrontPage. 
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13.0 RELATIONSHIPS WITH PARTNER SCHOOLS 
 

Most teachers were quite satisfied with their partner schools (14: 9 

primary, 5 post-primary), with flexible attitudes to the planning and 

carrying out of project tasks, and generous sharing of expertise: 

 

There is a fantastic bond between the two schools and a fantastic flow with 
no tension.  We have more than achieved our aims in terms of developing a 
link and breaking down boundaries, both at teacher and school level.  
 (RoI: primary) 
 
We worked really well with our partner school. (NI: primary) 
 
I remember our target was that the pupils should communicate and we have 
definitely done that. (RoI: primary) 
 
Our partner school is very much involved with ICT and has an extensive, 
almost unlimited web site.  We’ve established a joint link between theirs 
and ours.  They do all the downloading which is more difficult for me.  It’s 
been very reassuring to know that my partner teacher has been willing and 
able to do this. (NI: primary) 
 
We were lucky that there weren’t any difficulties with our partner school – 
that was very important, especially for planning. (RoI: post-primary) 
 
Both of us have been trying our best and have exchanged information.  
They’re in a large town – we’re in small village beside the sea - they have to 
travel 20 kms to get to the sea.  They have loads of shops – we have one.  
So there was plenty for the children to talk about and, as well as these 
differences, similarities came out too, such as hobbies. (NI: primary) 
 
No real difficulties and both parties were very open to suggestions from the 
other.  Having met up with [my partner], I cannot foresee any major 
difficulties.  We feel very well matched and that became particularly evident 
when we met up.  We both had similar ideas about project outcomes and 
what the long-term prospects should be. (RoI: post-primary) 
 
You do need a good plan to begin with and you do need deadlines.  We 
worked away and said, ‘We’ve done this – would you like to do that?’  
 (NI: post-primary) 
 
No problems whatsoever – a very co-operative and obliging school and 
teachers.  We get on well. (NI: primary) 

 

Three primary teachers, although committed to the project and 

articulate about its benefits, voiced concerns about the relationship 
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with their partner schools.  These related to a lack of regular contact 

(2) and of mutual enthusiasm (1).   

 

There were difficulties maintaining liaison.  Even when our pupils ‘posted’ 
messages in the pupil café, it could be five or six weeks before the other 
school responded.  It’s hard to keep motivated. (NI: primary) 
 
For several reasons we have not been able to communicate with the north, 
like sports fixtures, and in the last 15 days we have planned 
communication every day, but have only succeeded twice.  We have not 
discussed PowerPoint yet, but have been working chapter by chapter on the 
book.  If we get it finished, we want to get something done, then go to meet 
them.  The intention is there and the motivation is there – we are just 
waiting for it to fall into place. (RoI: primary) 
 
There were problems with the other school.  It was clear, certainly from our 
point of view, what we were trying to achieve.  I just don’t think that the 
energy, enthusiasm or drive were there.  I don’t want to put the blame all on 
one side, but there was a reluctance on the part of the other school which 
rubbed off – a case of “They don’t want to be bothered so why should we?” 
– it came to that.  You both have to have a similar level of commitment.  
 (NI: primary) 

 

13.1 WAYS IN WHICH DIFFICULTIES WERE HANDLED 
 

Even schools who had maintained sound working relationships 

throughout the project spoke of the difficulty of keeping in touch 

and of retaining project structure: 

 

There seemed to be a lack of communication and, possibly, we should have 
put more effort in and more pressure on ourselves.  We didn’t have two 
people readily available to stay in communication. (RoI: primary) 

 

These teachers tried to maintain contact and resolve difficulties by 

telephone, e-mail and videoconferencing.  Most, however, preferred 

the telephone, although some genuine frustration was evident when 

progress was slow due to technical problems: 

 

If there was a difficulty, I would always make a phone call and talk 
directly.  That clears anything up immediately.  There have been very few 
problems. (RoI: primary) 
 
It was sorted out very amicably through one or two phone calls.  The 
problems with videoconferencing bogged us down and the problems with 
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NINE frustrated us a lot.  I think a lot of the technical stuff should be 
sorted out before the project.  When you have done some fantastic stuff with 
your kids and you want to show it [to the other school] straight away, 
there was frustration for us that we couldn’t bloody well show it at all.  It 
took us two months to send it and the other school’s reaction was then too 
late coming back. (RoI: primary) 
 
There was one difficulty as regards an inappropriate comment in NINE, 
which was handled very well by the Project Manager.  I spoke to [my 
partner teacher] and apologies were made. (RoI: post-primary) 
 
 
There were no problems – anything was sorted out by e-mail.  
 (NI: post-primary) 

 

13.2 HOW PARTNER SCHOOL COULD IMPROVE JOINT PROJECT 

WORK 
 

When asked if their partner school could do anything to improve 

collaborative work, most teachers had no complaints.  However, 14 

identified tasks both should undertake in the next academic year to 

ensure a successful project:  

 

� ensure that topic work culminates in a collaborative PowerPoint 
presentation (5: 4 primary, 1 post-primary); 

� maintain more regular contact (3: 2 primary, 1 post-primary); 
� use videoconferencing more often (3: 2 primary, one post-

primary); 
� spend more time planning (2 post-primary); 
� arrange face-to-face meetings between pupils in partner schools 

(2 post-primary); 
� have pairs of pupils from the start to exchange profiles (2 post-

primary); 
� have gender-matched pupils (in the case of single sex schools) (1 

primary); 
� have age-matched pupils (1 primary). 

 

Comments were: 

 

We have not discussed PowerPoint yet and definitely need to get a conclusion 
to the project. (RoI: primary) 
 
We would all have liked to videoconference more and need more structured 
agreement on this and on PowerPoint.   (RoI: primary) 
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We need to keep contact open and keep the project going by communicating 
through NINE and videoconferencing. (RoI: primary) 
 
In hindsight, there wasn’t enough time put into planning.  There should 
have been more dialogue.  It would have been nice [for teachers] to have a 
meeting to evaluate and to improve on next year. (RoI: post-primary) 
 
I think it would be important to put down targets with dates, because there 
are so many pressures with the new curriculum being introduced.  It’s just 
trying to prioritise. (RoI: primary) 
 
It would have been better if the girls and boys had been paired initially, so 
that they knew who to write to.  We decided to match two with two, rather 
than have a big jumble, but some received ten replies and others received 
none. (RoI: post-primary) 

 

We are a co-educational school and were linked to an all-boys school with 
pupils a year older.  It was difficult to bring out the educational issues.  
Even profiles were vague and ambiguous.  Gender differences can be a 
problem at this age. (NI: primary) 

 

One thing both of us can do is ensure that the pupils are very much the same 
age.  The class [in the other school] was a bit younger.  We need more 
regular videoconferencing and sort out the ISDN lines so that the technology 
doesn’t hinder us – at this stage, it should be a means to an end.  We also 
need a face-to-face meeting with pupils. (NI: post-primary) 

 

One teacher recognised that there can be difficulties when two 

schools try to collaborate at a distance, but emphasised the central 

aim of Dissolving Boundaries and hopes for the future:  

 

A school is very dynamic so, for example, we have to show understanding of 
the Transfer Procedure at 11+ which is a very busy time for NI primary 
schools.  Flexibility is the key.  We must remember what we’re trying to 
achieve, which is sustainability and creating a positive bond between the 
children.  The most important thing for me is that it continues.  There is no 
point having a marvellous, glittering thing if it ends because everyone gets 
hassled doing it. (RoI: primary) 

 

Another stressed that schools have to be compatible in terms of 

their level of commitment in order to achieve the project’s long-term 

goals: 

 

Both schools have to be committed to the project.  Because of the time-tabling 
and organisation, it won’t work if you have one school apathetic or laissez-
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faire.  I was very impressed with our partner school – very organised.  I 
wouldn’t have any reservations about recommending Dissolving Boundaries 
or staying on for another year.  The links with the other school take a long 
time to build up – you need trust and confidence. (NI: primary) 

 

13.3 WAYS IN WHICH PROJECT TEAMS IN NORTH AND SOUTH 

COULD HELP IMPROVE COLLABORATIVE WORK BETWEEN 

SCHOOLS 
 

The majority of teachers warmly praised the project teams and were 

particularly appreciative of the technical training provided.  Support 

was always there when needed (10: 7 primary, 3 post-primary), and 

teachers simply reiterated the need for continued, regular 

communication (6: 3 primary, 3 post-primary).  A small number 

expressed a wish for more technical help in situ (3 primary) and for 

additional technical training (2: 1 primary, 1 post-primary): 

 

Keep doing what you’re doing!  All that training and the opportunities to 
meet face-to-face and plan were invaluable.  I don’t believe this would have 
worked so well if we hadn’t been able to sit down six months ago and plan.  
The problem within schools is getting the time.  If things keep going as they 
are, we’ll be more than happy.  We get great support – all you do is lift the 
phone and it’s sorted out. (NI: primary) 
 
I don’t think the teams need to improve their support.  They’ve always been 
very supportive to us, and days learning about the technology have been very 
beneficial.  It’s good to know you’re on the end of the phone if we need you.
 (RoI: primary) 
 
I’m well pleased with the level of support and was pleasantly surprised at 
the reliability of the computers – very few problems. (NI: primary) 
 
Maybe more technical support – but if you ask me am I satisfied, I would 
say ‘yes’. (RoI: primary) 
 
Any time we have needed you for technical support, you’ve been there for us 
which is great - just to have somebody there to ring and say ‘Try this’.  The 
main thing [for you] is to be supportive.  For myself, I have not been 
working with computers for very long, and ran into problems straight away.
 (RoI: primary) 
 
I’ve never had any difficulty contacting members of the Dissolving 
Boundaries team, all of whom have been very willing to help. 
 (NI: primary) 
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Be at the end of a phone, because when we needed you, you were there or you 
emailed us. (RoI: primary) 
 
I’ve found all the Dissolving Boundaries team very helpful and have no 
complaints.  The training was fantastic, although I’m going to need some 
support when I’m uploading our web site.  Any time I’ve asked for help, 
I’ve received it – software or hardware.  I’d really like to continue in the 
project. (NI: primary) 
 
Many thanks to all who have helped with this project.  We have just had 
an ICT Inspection and Dissolving Boundaries received a very good report.  
The Inspector commented on how enthusiastic the pupils were about their 
project. (NI: post-primary) 
 
I feel I need more training [although] the support has been there.  Even 
when I had technical problems, you were at the end of the phone.  Funding 
for the face-to-face meetings was hugely beneficial, because you never know 
what members of the class are able to afford school trips. 
 (RoI: post-primary) 
 
The Dissolving Boundaries team is very good, the forms are simple to fill in 
– teachers don’t like massive forms to complete.  I think the support in 
terms of training in PowerPoint and the use of the digital camera was down-
to-earth, whatever level you came in at.  If I need help, I e-mail for it and 
have done so several times.  I can’t think of anything to improve.  
 (NI: post-primary) 
 
I like the newsletter which makes you feel as if you’re part of the project as a 
whole.  Sometimes, you can feel a bit isolated. (NI: post-primary) 

 

One post-primary teacher, however, wanted more contact in the 

sense of intervention by a member of the Dissolving Boundaries team 

to ensure that momentum was sustained between schools: 

 

If both schools were to send an e-mail [to the team] to say what they’d 
done once every two weeks, then there could be a check to see that they’re 
doing what was said in the agreement.  There needs to be some intervention 
if we phone or send e-mails and get no response. (NI: post-primary) 

 

Overall, though, the responses in this section were extremely 

positive and constructive: 

 

My main aim is not to lose touch with Dissolving Boundaries as it can 
achieve a lot, both in ICT and culturally.  I think the children deserve and 
require that.   
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We were a bit wary of venturing into the project at the beginning, but the 
benefits to our children and to our school have been huge – not just those 
involved in Dissolving Boundaries, but everybody.  Definite sustainability.   

 



Dissolving Boundaries through Technology in Education 

 

 Page 68 

14.0 DISCUSSION 

 

The versatility and flexibility of the project were demonstrated by 

the wide age range of pupils taking part and by the varying amount 

of time teachers could spend on it.  Topic work was integrated into 

the significantly different curricula of Northern Ireland and Republic 

of Ireland, and into ICT work.  Whole-class activity followed by 

pupil grouping for videoconferencing facilitated both classroom 

management and collaborative work within and between schools.  

For computer conferencing, pupils worked in much smaller groups, 

pairs or individually, again with co-operation at class and inter-

school level. 

 

The teachers mostly found the technology efficient and reliable.  

Although a small number sometimes found the NINE web site slow 

and, thus, frustrating when extensive preparation had been made for 

a class to contact and work collaboratively with the partner school, 

such difficulties were most likely to relate to connectivity or to a lack 

of familiarity with the Internet (DE, 2000).  They were also offset by 

the extremely positive data gathered on the value to pupils of taking 

part in asynchronous computer conferencing.  Technical difficulties 

could arise with videoconferencing too, like poor sound quality, and 

support was not always immediately available, but the main obstacle 

was time-tabling with the partner school, especially in the post-

primary sector.  In spite of this and the constraints imposed by the 

strikingly different school systems, teachers recognised the need for 

a strong commitment to arrange regular videoconferencing sessions 

to maintain project continuity and to derive benefits from this form 

of live, interactive communication. 

 

Whilst there was consensus amongst the teachers that the 

technologies in the project contributed to pupil learning (Jonassen, 

2000), opinion was almost equally divided on the most effective 

form for use with the partner school.  On the one hand, 

videoconferencing was characterised by immediacy, visual appeal, 

and sheer novelty.  It was a form of communication that did not 

involve writing, that developed conversation etiquette and oral skills, 

and that had potential benefits for later life.  Its success was felt to 
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rest on establishing familiarity between pupils at distant sites, and on 

face-to-face meetings early in the school year that introduced ‘a 

sense of place’ and gradually nurtured greater cultural understanding.  

On the other hand, computer conferencing allowed pupils to 

prepare and edit their messages before ‘posting’, to read and analyse 

responses, and to experience a sense of creativity through 

collaborative PowerPoint presentations.  Unlike videoconferencing, 

it did not have to be time-tabled.  A most pleasing outcome from 

the use of both forms of ICT within Dissolving Boundaries was the 

unexpected ‘blossoming’ of the shy and the less able, and of children 

and young people with special educational needs (Chen & Looi, 

1999).   

 

The Dissolving Boundaries computers and videoconferencing 

equipment were centrally located and, therefore, relatively remote 

from most project teachers’ classrooms, seen as both a blessing and 

a curse.  In one way, it meant equal access for the whole school and 

time was properly set aside for cross-national, collaborative work.  

In another, there could be persistent difficulties with time-tabling, 

and the re-location and deployment of pupils.  However, no adverse 

effects on the project were reported.  Having the computers in 

teachers’ classrooms, nevertheless, meant improved exposure for 

pupils with limited experience (or those with no computer at home), 

greater flexibility for contacting partner schools, and Internet access 

throughout the day.   

 

The main impact of Dissolving Boundaries on pupils related to the 

enhancement of their ICT skills (Tiene & Luft, 2001), now perceived 

by them as a communication tool, or a means to an end.  

Additionally, because of learning with the use of the technologies, 

there were notable improvements in pupils’ sense of responsibility, 

self-esteem, motivation, confidence and topic knowledge.  There 

were benefits for cultural awareness, oral and written language skills, 

and both independent and collaborative learning.  With respect to 

pupils’ approach to topic work, because of using ICT as a medium 

they were said to be more focused and to take greater pride in it 

(Tiene & Luft, 2001).  Moreover, the teachers emphasised the 

transferability of these newly acquired or improved skills and 

attributes to a range of other learning situations (Chen & Looi, 
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1999), and reiterated their value for more reserved  and lower ability 

pupils (Tiene & Luft, 2001). 

 

The greatest impact on teachers concerned their professional 

development, in particular the quite spectacular improvement of 

their ICT expertise and confidence.  Most now used ICT to a much 

greater extent in teaching and had acquired better communication 

skills, such as the ability to moderate pupil conferences.  The project 

had fostered their own sense of cultural awareness, and had 

generated a sense of collegiality with their partner school.  Much of 

this was attributed to the specialist technical training the teachers 

had received which, in several instances, was disseminated 

throughout their own schools to colleagues unconnected with the 

project.   

 

For some teachers, there was a pedagogical shift from a mainly 

didactic to a more facilitative approach that, together with the 

technology, encouraged greater pupil collaboration, a better 

understanding of group dynamics and a willingness to allow pupils 

to work more independently (Hahn, 1998; Chen & Looi, 1999).  

Although pupils still needed ‘chalk and talk’, project teachers now 

used their judgement to adopt more interactive methods.   

 

As a result of the extensive use of ICT, there was a rewarding rôle 

reversal during project work as pupils were able to take the lead and 

help their teachers when using aspects of the technology.  They were 

said to be quicker, more fearless, and better at remembering 

shortcuts and intricate moves! It proved to be a shared learning 

experience that none associated with the project had envisaged, and 

was thought to be the only area of the curriculum in which this 

occurred.  Once more, it particularly helped less confident pupils 

and those with learning difficulties, and added an additional 

dimension to teachers’ professional and, indeed, personal 

development. 

 

There was a spread of opinion on the project’s single most 

important aim with teachers almost equally divided over the 

application of ICT in teaching, the appreciation of others’ cultural 

identities, and the sustainability of ICT in the curriculum beyond the 
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duration of the project.  Concerning the promotion of cultural 

awareness through collaborative work using ICT, it was shown that 

initial pupil exchanges were on a ‘superficial’ level but important 

level, with a sharing of naturally occurring cultural differences 

(education systems, currency, accents) and similarities (interests, 

sport, music) (see Astington & Peletier, 1996).  Pupils, however, 

needed to be kept focused on their joint topic, and the growth of 

genuine cultural understanding could not be rushed. 

 

A central, implicit project aim was the development of a good 

working relationship between partner schools, although the joint 

planning document was not the sole impetus for this.  Of greater 

value were the face-to-face meetings between linked teachers, ideally 

scheduled as early as possible in the school year.  Difficulties arose 

when one partner was unable to attend joint planning days arranged 

for schools or, even if present, communication thereafter was 

infrequent.   

 

The two key factors for achieving project aims were perceived to be 

the technical training provided by the project teams, and the level of 

enthusiasm of the partner teacher.  Of critical importance, too, were 

adequate access to the project hardware, supportive colleagues in 

school, and the compatibility of linked pupils in terms of age and 

ability.   

 

Almost all teachers were satisfied with the rapport and level of 

liaison with their partner schools, and confirmed that project aims 

and objectives had been achieved in terms of developing links, 

enabling pupil communication and breaking down boundaries.  

Where relationships were less successful, this was attributed to a lack 

of regular contact, and an absence of mutual energy, drive and 

keenness.  If these were missing, then apathy could set in and 

progress within the project could descend into a state of limbo, with 

each side waiting for the other to take the initiative.  Intervention by 

project teams could then help.  Difficulties could occur even with 

well established relationships, therefore it was essential to maintain 

momentum. 
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Suggestions for improving joint project work included more time 

spent planning, more regular use of videoconferencing, face-to-face 

meetings for pupils and teachers, and topic work that culminated in 

a genuinely collaborative PowerPoint presentation.  Teachers needed 

to engage in further dialogue and to evaluate the year’s work, 

enabling them to become reflective practitioners both within the 

context of the project and in the wider sense.  Schools had to have a 

similarly robust commitment to meeting the project’s long-term 

goals, although it was acknowledged that it took time to build up the 

necessary trust and confidence to achieve these.  Concerning the 

project teams, there was said to be a high level of technical support, 

ease of contact and a minimum of clearly constructed administrative 

tasks for teachers.  Moreover, parents in participating schools were 

said to be very largely supportive of the venture.   

 

With respect to the beneficial uses of ICT that can be sustained after 

the current period of project funding, it is a measure of the success 

of Dissolving Boundaries that, in spite of the highly complex nature of 

carrying out co-operative, cross-national work between schools with 

markedly different systems and curricula, the present cohort of 

teachers overwhelmingly pledged to continue: 

 

Really, the onus is on the partner teachers involved in the project to get it 
going.  If they have the skills, it is only a matter of doing it, and if they are 
committed to doing it, it will be a success. 

 

At the start of this report, it was suggested that Dissolving Boundaries 

could be located within constructivism as a view of learning.  The 

findings have confirmed that both pupils and teachers taking part in 

the project have indeed become ‘active learners’ within an ICT 

context and in a co-operative, cross-national setting. 
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15.0 CONCLUSIONS 

 

The rationale for Dissolving Boundaries embraced the broad education 

initiatives of the two governments to meet the needs of the 

information society, and its core aims were met.  A participating 

primary school teacher in Northern Ireland received one of the 

prestigious ICT in Practice Awards from the British Educational 

Communications and Technology agency (BECTa).  Nominees were 

required to demonstrate commitment to the use of ICT for teaching 

and learning, an awareness of how such work raised standards, the 

ability to motivate pupils and colleagues, and “visionary, sustainable 

ongoing plans” (BECTa, 2000).  The commendation can be seen on-

line at: 

 

http://www.becta.org.uk/news/practiceawards/awards/subjectteaching/2002/odonnell.html. 

 

The research, through internal evaluation and external validation, 

has amply demonstrated that these aims have been achieved through 

the work of the project schools.   

 

Sustainability of the Dissolving Boundaries work is guaranteed by the 

commitment of the existing teachers, and by the continued financial 

support from both governments who have recently enabled a new 

cohort of nominated schools to embark upon this cross-national 

work in 2002-03. 

 

The essential feature of the whole venture is its non-competitive, co-

operative nature- between pupils in classrooms, and between pupils, 

teachers and management teams across national borders.  It has 

been said that collaboration does not “just happen” (Hughes, 2000), 

and within the present context, the participants have worked hard 

within such an ethos to enhance learning and teaching, to impart to 

pupils an authentic purpose for the use of ICT, and to plant the 

seeds of tolerance and respect for other cultural traditions. 

 

Collaboration is not an option.  It is, as our cave-dwelling ancestors 
discovered, a survival response. (Hughes, 2000: 13) 
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Dissolving Boundaries represents not merely a beguiling ideal, but a provable reality and 

compelling evidence for the potential of ICT. 
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